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ABSTRACT 
The question of how bisexuality, which is predominantly nonvisual and lacks a coherent 
cinematic code, can be represented in film remains a consistent concern within bisexual cinema 
studies. Scholars have tended to approach this problem by concentrating on the ways that the 
film text itself codes bisexuality or encourages a bisexual reading. This approach can offer 
important insights into the potential for and problems of screening bisexuality. However, this 
thesis argues that in order to more fully explore how bisexual meaning is constructed, critical 
attention must extend beyond the confines of the film text to engage in what Jonathon Gray 
describes as a form of “off-screen studies” (7). By developing a sustained engagement between 
paratextual theory and bisexual cinema studies this project develops a new methodological 
approach to filmic representations of bisexuality. 
 
Two samples of bisexual films and the official entryway paratexts - such as posters, trailers, and 
festival program notes - used to promote them are examined. These samples comprise films 
screened in the period from 2012-2014 on either the Melbourne general release circuit or at the 
Melbourne Queer Film Festival that have been identified online by viewers as incorporating 
bisexual meanings. Considering these texts in relation to their exhibition contexts, the thesis 
demonstrates that bisexual films can be found in diverse settings. It also establishes the impact 
that these settings have on the ways the films are framed paratextually. 
 
Close textual readings illustrate that paratexts can function as discrete texts that circulate 
bisexual meanings, as well as framings with the potential to prime viewers’ receptivity to on-
screen bisexuality. The thesis reveals that the promotional impetus of paratexts can lead to the 
amplifying or subduing of bisexual readings across exhibition contexts and argues that an 
understanding of filmic bisexuality must acknowledge this. In sum, the thesis proposes that 
paratexts play a formative role in the production and circulation of bisexual meanings both on 
screen and off, within the niche realm of the queer film festival and on the general release 
circuit. 
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INTRODUCTION 
One of the most significant problems that bisexual cinema scholars contend with is how 
bisexuality, which is predominantly nonvisual and without conventional cues, can be 
represented by the visual medium of film.  In addition to lacking a coherent cinematic code, 
bisexual representations are further complicated by the fact that many conventions of narrative 
cinema reify monosexual reading practices. In short, bisexuality poses unique representational 
problems for the film medium. This thesis addresses a critical gap in the field of bisexual 
representation studies by addressing how paratexts, such as posters, trailers and film festival 
program notes, contribute to the ways that bisexuality is coded in the cinema. By virtue of its 
methodological design and theoretical framework, the thesis also contributes to paratextual and 
film festival studies. This introduction contextualises the thesis’ focus and primary aims, defines 
important terms and concepts, demarcates the theoretical framework within bisexuality and 
representational studies, and outlines the methodology and structure.  
 
A number of scholars of bisexual film, such as Wayne Bryant, Maria San Filippo and Beth 
Roberts, have observed that one of the major impediments to bisexual representation is the 
prevalence of reading practices that fail to acknowledge bisexual possibility. San Filippo and 
Bryant, in particular, argue that while many films and other screen texts offer the potential for 
bisexual readings, this potential is commonly elided or overlooked in the reception process. 
Determining why this is the case is crucial to the field. As will be seen, some theorists have 
argued that on-screen bisexuality is constrained by the ways that bisexual stereotypes and 
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tropes might encourage dismissive readings (Garber; Bryant), or by the fact that film scholarship 
often misappropriates bisexual images in monosexist terms (Bryant; Richter). Beth Roberts 
explains that whilst much of this work has produced critical insights into bisexual representation, 
the fact that “there has not been a sustained investigation into how these images work” is a 
problem (“Muddy Waters” 330). This, she argues, is largely because the medium-specificity of 
the film form has been under-examined in bisexual cinema studies.  
 
This thesis contributes to addressing the lack of medium-specificity in bisexual cinema studies 
by drawing on the work of Roberts and Maria Pramaggiore. These two theorists draw attention 
to the ways that formal, representational and aesthetic strategies can encourage bisexual 
readings and thus enhance the legibility of bisexuality on screen. Although these studies do 
shed light on the ways that bisexual readings may be impeded, they primarily focus on how 
bisexual meanings can be enabled. In Neither Fish nor Fowl: Imagining Bisexuality in the 
Cinema, Beth Roberts stresses the importance of formal elements to bisexual representation. 
She argues that the frequency, order and duration of a character’s sexual actions or encounters 
will have significant bearing on whether or not they are decoded as bisexual (Neither Fish 74).  
In contrast to Roberts’ emphasis on decoding bisexuality, Pramaggiore theorises bisexual ways 
of reading. She identifies a series of aesthetic and formal strategies that can be understood to 
encourage bisexual viewing positions, regardless of whether a film represents bisexuality.  As I 
will discuss in greater detail shortly, despite their contrasting focuses, Roberts’ formal code for 
bisexual legibility and Pramaggiore’s theorising of a bisexual spectator and aesthetic 
complement one another. Together these frameworks provide a strong foundation for this thesis 
and its analysis of films that offer bisexual potential, that is, films that facilitate the possibility of a 
bisexual reception. 
 
Whether a film has received such a reception can be established by consulting certain 
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paratexts, such as film reviews.  Whereas some films with bisexual potential do not draw a 
bisexual reception, many other films are understood by viewers and reviewers to represent 
bisexuality. Nevertheless, the potential for using paratexts to identify films that have consistently 
drawn a bisexual reception has been largely under-developed. Roberts’ work provides an 
exception to this tendency; she draws on film reviews to support her argument that those films 
that adhere to a certain formal code are more likely to be understood as bisexual. For instance, 
Sunday Bloody Sunday (Schlesinger 1971) adheres to Roberts’ formal code. In her analysis of 
the film, Roberts uses film reviews to demonstrate that  “the pivotal character (Bob) in Sunday 
was universally understood as bisexual by critics who reviewed the film at the time [of its 
release]” (Neither Fish 48). By contrast, reviews of the films in her study that do not adhere to 
the code (Holy Smokes, Desert Hearts, Personal Best) “resisted any notion of bisexuality as a 
descriptor of either behaviour or identity” (Neither Fish 71). Roberts’ use of film reviews signals 
the usefulness of unofficial paratexts to an examination of how bisexuality is made legible. This 
thesis develops and extends Roberts’ use of film reviews, employing paratexts in the text 
selection process, rather than as a tool for corroboration later in the analytical process (as 
Roberts does), enables further insights into what encourages bisexual readings. Therefore, the 
films analysed in the following chapters have been selected from a large corpus in conjunction 
with online reviews and discussions. These unofficial paratexts are used to demonstrate 
whether or not a film has enjoyed some form of a bisexual reception. Using texts with 
established bisexual receptions as its starting point, this thesis then examines how official 
entryway paratexts treat, and arguably shape, their films’ bisexual content. 
 
With the aim of understanding how bisexual images are coded, this thesis also argues that an 
analysis of cinema texts must incorporate a form of “off-screen studies” (Gray 7). Jonathon Gray 
explains that off-screen studies are attentive to paratexts, a term for ancillary materials often 
overlooked in screen studies, such as promotional texts and merchandise (7). In particular, this 
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approach focuses on the “constitutive role [paratexts play] in creating textuality” rather than 
“considering their importance only in promotional and monetary terms” (Gray 7). In the following 
chapters, examination of the ways that bisexual images permeate beyond the confines of the 
cinema into the wider mediascape presents new insights into the ways bisexuality is 
represented and rendered visible. Furthermore, this approach acknowledges that 
representations of bisexuality are largely reliant upon a viewer’s expectations or assumptions, 
which can be shaped by entryway paratexts, those intended to prefigure a viewer’s encounter 
with a film, such as trailers. Therefore, in addition to undertaking close analysis of how 
bisexuality is coded in the films themselves, this thesis presents close textual readings of the 
ways that posters, trailers, and program notes function as both discrete texts that can represent 
bisexuality independently and how they function as framings for images of bisexuality on 
screen.  
 
With the intention of exploring the variety and nuanced meanings of representations that attract 
a bisexual reception, this project examines two distinctive sites of exhibition: The Melbourne 
Queer Film Festival (MQFF) and the Melbourne general release cinema circuit. The thesis 
explores the ways that bisexuality is represented in contemporary cinema, and considers 
whether and how these representations vary between queer and general release contexts. The 
films examined below were exhibited at either the 2013 or 2014 MQFF, or on the general 
release circuit during 2012 and 2013.1 The films exemplify the variety of bisexual images in 
contemporary cinema as well as the diversity of the films in which they appear. This text 
selection process forms a basis for considering how or why these contemporary images have 
communicated bisexuality, in contrast to previous studies which have been concerned with 
                                               
1 This slight variance in years for each exhibition context enables the thesis to focus primarily on films 
released, or premiered, in 2012 and 2013. The MQFF is held in March of each year and much of its 
program is comprised of films released internationally the previous year.  
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justifying whether or not particular films actually do communicate bisexuality.  
 
The overarching aim of this thesis is to contribute to critical understanding of the ways that films 
and their paratexts construct bisexual meaning. This goal involves bringing together two distinct 
bodies of scholarship: bisexual representation and the textuality of paratexts. The project 
develops and expands upon these two under-theorised areas of inquiry. 
Bisexuality and its discontents 
A common understanding of the term bisexual is that it signifies a person who is attracted to 
both men and women. Within bisexual communities and bisexual studies though, this definition 
has been superseded because it is insufficient to accommodate the existence of a range of 
desires and identities. A more nuanced definition of contemporary bisexuality is encapsulated 
by Robyn Ochs’ self-description:  
I call myself bisexual because I acknowledge that I have in myself the potential to be attracted – 
romantically and/or sexually – to people of more than one sex and/or gender, not necessarily at 
the same time, not necessarily in the same way, and not necessarily to the same degree. (qtd in 
Eisner 21) 
The Bisexuality Report, a joint project between BiUK and The Bisexual Index published in 2012, 
similarly defines bisexuality as “generally refer[ring] to […] attraction to more than one gender” 
(Barker et al 3). Both of these definitions acknowledge a nonbinary understanding of gender by 
avoiding limiting terms, such as “opposite” or “both”, and thereby cohere with the wider 
movement in scholarship and activism away from binary paradigms of gender and sexuality. 
Such definitions of bisexuality subvert the link that is commonly presumed to exist between the 
male/female or man/woman paradigms and the use of “bi” as a prefix when referring to 
sexuality. Instead, in bisexuality studies the use of the prefix bi- comes to represent more 
variable dualisms such as same/other. In addition to subverting a binary paradigm of gender, 
these definitions disrupt the notion that bisexuality represents a static, predestined point 
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between heterosexuality and homosexuality. This is crucial because it highlights the fact that 
bisexuality is an entity in its own right, rather than some combination of other sexualities. This 
thesis defines bisexuality as the capacity for attraction to, or desire for, more than one, or 
regardless of, gender or sex. This capacity may be discernible within a moment, or perhaps 
over an extended period of time. It includes desires and attractions regardless of whether they 
are acted upon, or manifest in bisexual behaviour.  
 
These definitions assist in problematizing binary understandings of sex, gender and sexuality. 
But in order to more fully acknowledge the fluidity and flux that characterises bisexual 
experience, an acknowledgement of queer theory and its epistemological insights is needed. 
For instance, the work of Judith Butler destabilises natural assumptions or essentialist 
conceptions of gender and sex. Understanding gender as discursive and performative, Butler’s 
work is undoubtedly an influence that underpins the movement away from masculine/feminine 
and male/female binaries in definitions of bisexuality, as discussed above. Michel Foucault, 
whose work exerts profound influence over Butler’s, also articulates the cultural constitution of 
sex and gender identities. While the significance of queer theory to bisexual studies will be 
addressed in greater detail in chapter one, these theories and the methodologies that underpin 
them must be considered alongside any attempt at understanding bisexuality. As Clare 
Hemmings demonstrates, queer epistemologies can help to contest limiting conceptions of 
bisexuality that circulate within queer theory, whilst also highlighting that understandings of 
bisexuality are culturally constituted and therefore present manifold possibilities.  For instance, 
Hemmings explains that she concurs with Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s argument that 
long histories of sexology and psychoanalysis rely on bisexual predisposition in order to imagine 
and insist on the differentiation between various sexed, gendered, and sexual manifestations and 
behaviours, with a view to fixing an array of differences into the decidedly familiar categories of 
man/woman, masculine/feminine, and heterosexual/homosexual (7). 
However, Hemmings argues that this “discursive dominance” of bisexuality makes utilising 
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queer methodologies to better understand bisexual meanings a necessary exercise (7). 
Hemmings argues for a more complex understanding of bisexuality than Sedgewick’s 
Epistemology of the Closet presents, but she does this by drawing on Sedgewick’s own 
methodological recommendation; scholars need “ [r]epeatedly to ask how certain 
categorizations work, what enactments they are performing and what relations they are 
creating, rather than what they essentially mean” (Sedgwick qtd. in Hemmings Just as 
bisexuality discourse is useful for queer theory,  queer methodologies are useful for 
understanding bisexuality. 8). 
 
The definitional problems that seem to plague bisexuality and render it ontologically incoherent 
become less unique or problematic when reflected on in light of queer theory; any hunt for a 
singular, essential meaning is flawed from the outset. Despite the clarity of the definitions 
provided above, “the lack of a single definition of ‘bisexuality’” (Callis 85) is a recurrent theme in 
bisexuality scholarship. Rebecca Shuster observes that “by definition, bisexuals defy 
categorization” (56). While there is certainly some truth to this observation, such assumptions 
about bisexuality tend to single it out from other sexual identities, whilst implicitly reifying or 
naturalising the stability and legitimacy of sexual categories such as heterosexuality and 
homosexuality. What complicates or clouds the definition of bisexuality, for some, is not the 
category itself, which, as Ochs demonstrates, can be clearly and thoughtfully defined. Rather, 
defining bisexuality is complicated by the nuance and variance in desire expressed by those 
who identify as bisexual. Although acknowledgement of the multiplicity of bisexual desire is 
important, it often serves to reify the notion that bisexuals are fundamentally distinct from 
heterosexuals and homosexuals, that somehow those who identify as heterosexual or 
homosexual are devoid of nuanced desires or sexual gradation. Yet the identity cohesion of 
homosexual and heterosexual populations is largely an illusion. Kenji Yoshino argues that there 
are “three axes along which sexual orientation is conventionally defined: desire, conduct, and 
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self-identification” (371). Sexual identities are often discussed in ways that assume congruence 
between an individual’s desires, behaviour, and orientation. For example: she is a woman who 
desires men, she has sex with men, and therefore she is heterosexual. However, direct 
correspondence between these axes without gradation cannot always be assumed.  In fact, 
Carla Golden explains that an expectation of such congruence can be damaging and fails to 
recognise the ways many individuals (irrespective of sexual identity) happily straddle various 
“incongruent” sexual traits (29).  
 
A number of the models developed to reflect the complexity of sexuality will be discussed in 
Chapter one. These models illuminate the fact that, fundamentally, sexual identity cannot be 
measured or observed objectively, as “often people who share the same trait or behavior may 
differ with regards to what identity labels they use to describe themselves” (Serano 47). This 
point is pivotal to a study of sexual representation on screen. Films very rarely include 
characters who overtly verbalise their sexual identity or self-identify explicitly, therefore when 
audiences infer a film character’s sexuality they tend to do so based on their own assessment of 
sexual traits and behaviours, which often manifest as visual cues.2 However this is fraught by 
the fact that sexual orientation is not an inherently visual characteristic.  
 
A prioritising of the visual may especially impede the recognition of bisexuality. This is because 
“unlike the coding of lesbians and gay men in movies, bisexuality is represented through a 
character’s attractions […] not by how far she or he has strayed from socially defined notions of 
femininity and masculinity” (Roberts Neither Fish 65). As a result, whether filmic bisexuality is or 
is not understood depends on “the way that these attractions are visualized” (Roberts Neither 
Fish 65). Privileging the visual and approaching images from a monosexist perspective may 
                                               
2 The coming-out film may be an exception to this. 
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disrupt bisexual representation. Yet ambiguous visual representations, particularly those 
constituted by unconventional spatiotemporal regimes, may also be consonant with bisexual 
readings. This means that bisexual potential may be linked to textual ambiguity, a characteristic 
that establishes synergy between bisexuality and the polysemy of promotional texts and art 
cinema, as will be explored in greater detail in later chapters. A lack of overt or explicit 
articulations of sexuality is not necessarily an impediment to bisexual possibility in all instances, 
then. In fact, as will be seen shortly, such ambiguity may be understood as a strategy conducive 
to bisexual readings.  
 
Both the types of characters represented on screen and the ways that their sexual identity is 
read are shaped by wider cultural conventions and assumptions surrounding sexuality. For 
instance, in contrast to the numerous ways that individuals experience desire, a prevalent binary 
paradigm of sexual identity persists in Western culture that involves an opposition between, or 
polarisation of, heterosexuality and homosexuality.  Despite the increasing recognition within 
academic and queer communities that this binary is flawed, the binary remains hegemonic 
amongst the mainstream film-going public and on the screens of multiplexes. Within our culture 
and much of our cinema, the grand narrative of binary sexuality still resounds. This dominant 
understanding of sexuality is a particularly important part of the context of this thesis in 
examining the reception of bisexuality by audiences and critics. The invisibility and absence of 
bisexual representation is often lamented and attributed to monosexism and binary 
understandings of sexuality. Yet, references to bisexuality recur in reviews, online criticism and 
festival programming. Rather than proscribing what constitutes bisexual cinema or a bisexual 
representation, closer analysis of the films that are identified and described as bisexual by 
audiences, critics and programmers is needed. This thesis argues that a consideration of films 
with established bisexual receptions can shed light on contemporary understandings and 
interpretations of bisexual desires and identities, as well as our understanding of the ways that 
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sexual identity is represented by cinema. An examination of the paratexts that framed and 
promoted the release of these films provides further insights of significance to bisexual and 
queer cinema studies, by highlighting the significance of framing, for instance, as well as the 
centrality of queer desires and aesthetics to mainstream film promotion. The ineffability and 
ambiguity that surrounds bisexuality in Western culture, then, is pivotal to this study, largely 
because it emphasises the significance of those films that draw some form of bisexual 
reception. 
 
While heterosexual and homosexual identities are generally acknowledged as legitimate in 
Western culture, many members of the wider population still maintain that bisexuals do not even 
exist.3 In 2005, for instance, The New York Times published a controversial article headlined, 
“Straight, Gay or Lying? Bisexuality Revisited”. Other examples of bisexual denial are less 
direct, though no less revealing, such as the minimisation or outright erasure of bisexuality in 
mainstream publications and certain bodies of academic literature (see, for example: Yoshino; 
Barker; Barker et al “Bisexuality Report”; Barker et al “British Bisexuality”; San Francisco Human 
Rights Commission). Even when the wider public recognises bisexuality, it is often still 
undermined or denigrated. For instance, on debate.org, a website dedicated to polling and 
discussing “controversial debate topics”, hegemonic understandings of sexuality influence the 
discussion of bisexuality. Questions posed on the website raise the validity of bisexuality and 
homosexuality, whereas no equivalent question about the “reality” of heterosexuals exists. For 
example, in 2014, the question, “Is there really such a thing as homosexuality?” received a 
resounding “yes” from 100% of respondents. By contrast, 19% of respondents answered “no” to 
                                               
3 It should be noted that the legitimacy of homosexuality also continues to be undermined culturally and 
legally. This is particularly evident in some non-Western countries, the opposition to same-sex marriage in 
some quarters of the West and the ongoing practice of conversion therapy.  However, this oppression can 
be differentiated from the repudiation of nonmonosexual identities, which are commonly either presumed 
to be nonexistent or are erased as if they did not exist.  
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the question, “Does bisexuality really exist?”. The number of responses to each poll is unclear 
and the site reflects limited public opinion. However, a comment from one respondent highlights 
the paradox of bisexual existence in public perception. Responding “no” to the question of 
whether bisexuality really exists, the contributor adds, “They don't exist. Bisexual is the reason 
why more and more people are getting divorced.” The incoherence of this response is indicative 
of a wider (il)logic at which Helen Bowes-Catton poked fun during her keynote address at the 
2014 BiRecon. She observed how remarkable bisexuals seem to be that they have somehow 
mastered the supernatural ability of causing a range of trouble and problems without even 
existing. This type of paradox perpetuates delegitimation by alienating bisexuality from other 
sexual identities and reinforcing the misconception that bisexuality itself is paradoxical. This 
thesis seeks to counteract this problem. Although film texts and their paratexts comprise the 
main focus of this thesis, the idea that bisexuals are no more innately complex or confused than 
other sexual agents underlies this research. Nevertheless, my analysis of bisexual 
representation and reception reveals that coding bisexuality is more complex. Whilst this is due, 
in part, to the temporal nature of bisexuality, it is also associated with the pervasiveness of 
monosexism.  
 
Although the term itself may not be regularly uttered, monosexual ideology is prevalent in 
Western culture. Monosexuality is defined by “attraction to only one sex and/or gender” (Eisner 
63). Heterosexuals and homosexuals may partake in nonmonosexual behaviour, but are 
generally understood to fit a monosexual definition. Monosexism is the assumption that, 
fundamentally, all individuals are attracted to only one gender over the span of their lives. The 
imposition of this monosexual logic on all people gives rise to “a structure that privileges […] 
monosexual people, and that systematically punishes people who are nonmonosexual” (Eisner 
63). Monosexism contributes extensively to the delegitimising of bisexuality because it suggests 
that those who describe themselves as bisexual must be fundamentally flawed, whether 
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disingenuous, confused, or going through a transition or phase that is implicitly insignificant. 
These fallacies contribute to the erasure and invisibility of bisexuality. Bisexual erasure is 
defined by Eisner as “the widespread social phenomenon of erasing bisexuality from any 
discussion in which it is relevant or is otherwise invoked (with or without being named)” (66). 
This bi-erasure, in turn, leads to the cultural and discursive invisibility of bisexuals (Yoshino 
387).  
 
Understanding the incommensurability between bisexuality and monosexism also helps 
delineate the epistemic threat that bisexuality poses to both heterosexual and homosexual 
identities. Kenji Yoshino observes that heterosexuals, more than homosexuals, are invested in 
maintaining the current sexual paradigm. Because heterosexuals occupy a position of privilege 
within the heterosexual/homosexual binary, they are invested in maintaining hegemony. 
However, he also explains that as monosexuals, both heterosexuals and homosexuals share 
some investment in bisexual erasure for three central reasons. Firstly, both share “an interest in 
stabilizing sexual orientation” and thus avoiding “the anxiety of identity interrogation” (Yoshino 
362). By repudiating bisexuality, monosexuals can maintain the stability of their own identities 
without scrutiny. The second reason is closely related. Yoshino argues that monosexuals have 
“an interest in retaining the importance of sex as a distinguishing trait in society” because “to be 
straight or gay is to discriminate erotically on the basis of sex” (362). Once again, 
acknowledging bisexuality and the possibilities it facilitates troubles the monosexual logic which 
underpins homosexual and heterosexual categories. Lastly, bisexual erasure can also be 
understood as a defence of monogamy, “because bisexuals are often perceived to be 
“‘intrinsically’ nonmonogamous” (Yoshino 363). Laura Erickson-Shroth and Jennifer Mitchell 
agree that “ultimately, the figure of the bisexual is a threat to the existing infrastructure of 
sexuality that bases itself entirely upon a dominant heterosexual population and an oppositional 
homosexual one” (302). 
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In instances where the existence of bisexuality is acknowledged, acceptance is not necessarily 
guaranteed. Connected to, though different from, monosexism and bisexual erasure, biphobia is 
defined as “fear, hatred, or prejudice against bisexual people” (Eisner 319). Examples of 
biphobia include misconceptions that bisexuals are untrustworthy, dangerous, duplicitous, 
incapable of monogamy, desperate for attention and indecisive. Like monosexism, some 
instances of biphobia may undermine the ontology of bisexual identities, claiming bisexuality is 
a phase or self-serving choice. Such characterisation places bisexuality at odds with the “born 
this way” rhetoric that is prevalent in contemporary queer politics and activism. The tangible 
effects of both monosexism and biphobia are documented in The Bisexual Invisibility Report, 
published by the San Francisco Human Rights Commission, and The Bisexuality Report 
produced by BiUK and The Bisexual Index. The Bisexuality Report stresses that recognising 
bisexuals as a specific group is necessary because their experiences differ from those of 
heterosexual, lesbian and gay people in significant ways (Barker et al 3). In particular, it notes 
that “biphobia is distinct from homophobia” (Barker et al 3). Examples of the ways that biphobia 
and monosexism manifest in systemic ways include: the difficulty for bisexual asylum seekers to 
“prove” their sexual identity to adjudicators (Barker et al 22); the tendency of a large portion of 
research to conflate data on bisexual people under other categories such as gay or lesbian, 
“which makes it difficult to draw any conclusions about bisexuals” (San Francisco Human Rights 
Commission 3); and the high rates of poor health and wellbeing amongst the bisexual 
population, including high rates of suicidal feelings and domestic violence (San Francisco 
Human Rights Commission 11-26).  
 
In addition to being a marginalised identity, bisexuality poses unique representational 
challenges. This study contributes not only to bisexuality scholarship but also more generally to 
understanding cultural power dynamics and ways in which the cinema communicates sexual 
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identity and desire.  
 
Representation matters 
This project is multifaceted in both its methodological approach and theoretical framework. It 
brings together established insights from bisexual cinema studies, semiotics and paratextual 
theory to investigate how representations of bisexuality are constituted. One important body of 
scholarship drawn on is the field of representation studies, or what Richard Dyer terms “‘images 
of’ analysis” (Dyer The Matter 1). Although the following chapters are concerned with how 
bisexuality is coded, as opposed to the merit or authenticity of such representations, the 
argument draws fundamentally on Richard Dyer’s statement that, “how we are seen determines 
in part how we are treated; how we treat others is based on how we see them; such seeing 
comes from representation” (The Matter 1). Specific images cannot ever be definitively 
representative, but images perceived as representative are powerful. This is particularly 
pertinent given the continued marginalisation of bisexual people, and the observable links 
between this sociocultural ostracism and issues of visibility and legitimacy.  
 
The analysis of bisexual texts here draws on wider developments within cultural and 
representational studies, where attention has shifted from a focus on positive imagery politics to 
a more critical consideration of how representations are constituted. It refutes the idea that there 
could be one “proper” kind of bisexuality that filmmakers should seek to represent. Beth Roberts 
explains that “the realities of the historical world, bisexual or otherwise, have never been (nor 
ever could be) mirrored in the cinema. The nature of the medium ensures that whatever we see 
will be a ‘referential illusion’” (“Muddy Waters” 334). Lisa Taylor and Andrew Willis note that 
although “no cultural representation can offer access to the ‘truth’ about what is being 
represented […] what such representations do provide is an indication about how power 
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relations are organized in a society, at certain historical moments” (40). Propelled largely by 
queer theory throughout the 1990s, studies of the ways gender and sexuality are represented 
on screen have flourished. However, bisexuality has commonly been under-examined in this 
work, elided by both queer and feminist literature. As a result, bisexuality has received less 
attention in representation scholarship than other sexualities have. 
 
The most meaningful analyses of bisexual images have come from within the field of bisexual 
cinema studies. The contributions of three theorists – Maria Pramaggiore, Beth Roberts and 
Maria San Filippo – are particularly relevant. Each of these theorists has contributed to 
examining how bisexuality is made legible on screen. Although Maria Pramaggiore has made a 
number of contributions to this field, this thesis draws most extensively on her theorising of 
bisexual reading strategies. Analysing Maya Deren’s short films, Meshes of the Afternoon 
(1943), At Land (1944) and Ritual in Transfigured Time (1946), Pramaggiore observes that 
these films “explore the film medium’s capacity to differentiate between and/or to blend same 
and different” (“Seeing Doubles” 239). She argues that the aesthetics that facilitate such 
blending may encourage a bisexual reading. This is not to suggest that Deren, or any other 
filmmakers whose work can be read in this way, is bisexual or that the films themselves are 
necessarily bisexual cinema (Pramaggiore “Seeing Doubles” 242). Rather, Pramaggiore 
explains, “bisexual readings privilege the episodic quality of films that represent time as a field 
across which a number of sexual acts, desires, and identities might be expressed” (“Seeing 
Doubles” 242). This thesis explores representational practices that Pramaggiore identifies as 
encouraging such a reading. These include unconventional spatiotemporal regimes that 
undermine linearity and progress, and the avoidance of coupled resolution (“Seeing Doubles” 
242). 
 
This thesis also expands on Beth Roberts’ analysis of the ways that images of bisexuality are 
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coded on screen. Analysing films such as Sunday Bloody Sunday and Heartbeats (Dolan 2010), 
Roberts articulates a formal code for communicating bisexuality in the cinema, which hinges on 
coincidental or concurrent occurrences of same- and other-sex desire on screen. By comparing 
and contrasting filmic examples of bisexual desire, and their receptions, Roberts concludes that 
the duration and order in which these desires are presented influences whether they are 
understood in terms of bisexual identity. She contends that the representation of bisexuals on 
screen “depends not only on the arrangement of sexual events (i.e. whether they coincide vs. 
coexist), but also on their duration and frequency. That is, their relevance is weighted according 
to how long and how often they are shown” (Neither Fish 74).  This formal coding, Roberts 
clarifies, is informed by and works in conjunction with codes of sexuality more generally: 
If the frequency and duration of sexual attractions are as important to its legibility as I contend, it 
is because these encoding strategies suppose no difference between seeing and knowing in their 
decoding by viewers. Bisexual characters have female lovers as often as they do male […and] 
engage in same-sex activities for as long as they do other-sex activities because sexual behavior 
reflects who you are, now, before now, and after now. Bisexual characters are polyamorous, 
unfaithful, or deceptive because the first two conditions preclude any other possibility. (Neither 
Fish 174-175) 
Roberts’ conclusions account for the coding of bisexuality within the small sample of films she 
examines. But, as the examples in this thesis reveal, they do not account for all films that have 
enjoyed bisexual reception. A number of the more contemporary examples in this thesis draw 
attention to the limitations of Roberts’ code. This thesis expands on Roberts’ theory by 
examining the ways that many contemporary representations of bisexuality are not reliant upon 
the commensurate depiction of same- and other-sex attraction on screen. The thesis also 
expands on Roberts’ theorising of cinematic duration, frequency and temporality. It does this by 
examining the ways that paratexts frame the films they promote – often re-arranging, 
condensing and foreshadowing events that will later unfold on screen.  
 
Although this is the first sustained integration of paratextual and bisexual film theory in a single 
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study, the relevance of bisexual studies to film marketing has already been established. In her 
book The B Word: Bisexuality in Contemporary Film and Television (2013), Maria San Filippo 
argues that bisexuality is pervasive in contemporary screen culture. However, she notes that 
this pervasiveness is somewhat paradoxical: bisexuality in these films is traceable or plausible 
for those looking for it, but an enigma to those viewers constrained by monosexist reading 
practices. Developing this argument, San Filippo analyses a variety of screen texts and popular 
genres, including sexploitation cinema and the bromance film. She argues that the prominence 
of bisexuality in these various texts is reflective of the fact that “bisexuality serves as a driving 
force in the production, marketing, and consumption of screen media and technology” both in 
queer contexts and in Hollywood films (B Word 4).  
 
For the most part San Filippo focuses her analysis on the ways that screen texts manifest this 
bisexual appeal on screen. She points, for instance, to the “sensationalized” examples of non-
monosexuality that often feature in television series as an attempt to increase ratings (B Word 
203). These “forays into ‘lady love’” are typically “sparked by the short-term appearance of an 
alluring temptress timed to coincide with network sweeps periods or as a last-ditch effort to 
revive flagging ratings” (San Filippo B Word 203). Whilst San Filippo concentrates on the ways 
these story arcs manifest (and disintegrate) within the program itself, fundamental connections 
exist between this screened content and its marketability. Yet the ways that these connections 
manifest in marketing texts is only briefly explored in The B Word. Although paratexts are briefly 
referenced and their centrality is implicit throughout San Filippo’s book, an explicit and 
sustained analysis of how marketing texts might generate or suggest bisexual appeal is not 
undertaken. This thesis makes a significant contribution to knowledge by examining the 
connection between bisexuality and film marketing in greater detail, bringing together San 
Filippo’s theoretical insights with advertising and paratextual domestication scholarship. It also 
provides close textual readings of paratexts associated with bisexual films by drawing on the 
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analytical frameworks put forward by Beth Roberts and Maria Pramaggiore.  
 
Centring the periphery: bisexuality and paratextuality  
As the prefix para- suggests, a paratext can be defined as material at the periphery of a text. 
For instance, trailers, posters, reviews, websites and DVD extras can all be characterised as 
filmic paratexts. However, paratexts have tended to be neglected in screen studies. Instead, 
paratextual theory has more commonly been associated with literary studies, where it was first 
theorised by Gerard Genette. Genette’s conclusion that “the paratext changes the text itself 
because it establishes a relationship between the sender, i.e. the author, editor, or publisher, 
and the receiver, i.e. the reading public” (Genette qtd in Klecker 402) is an important tenet of 
paratextual theory within both literary and, increasingly, screen studies. As this definition 
indicates, paratextuality can be closely aligned with intertextuality. In fact, as chapter two will 
discuss further, paratextuality is best understood as a subcategory of intertextuality (Gray 117). 
Broadly, “intertextuality refers to instances wherein a film or program refers to and builds some 
of its meaning off another film or program” (Gray 117). Paratextuality refers to similar processes 
of meaning making, but focuses on the more specific relationship between a text and its 
paratexts, rather than its wider intertextuality. 
 
 Jonathon Gray contends that the dismissal of filmic paratexts as ancillary or peripheral is 
problematic because “meaning cannot be adequately analysed without taking into account the 
film or program’s many proliferations”, in that each “holds the potential to change the meaning of 
the text, even if only slightly” (Gray 2). Paratexts have a capacity to prefigure a viewer’s 
engagement with a film, shaping a film’s reception by framing viewers’ earliest expectations. 
Analysing the paratextual framing of bisexuality is particularly important because of the 
ambiguity that characterises many bisexual images on screen. Concentrating on official 
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entryway paratexts, such as posters and trailers, this thesis examines paratexts as texts in their 
own right and for their potential to frame the reception of bisexual representations. 
 
A central aim of this project is to demonstrate the potential relationships between paratexts and 
representation studies, both in specific relationship to bisexuality and more broadly. If the study 
of representations is invested in examining the power dynamics of a culture – of discerning who 
is and is not made visible, how this visibility or invisibility manifests, and the consequences that 
it poses – then analysing the ways in which paratexts represent particular identities or groups 
provides fertile ground for research. The fact that paratexts are designed to appeal and 
persuade makes them particularly useful for exploring sexual representations. Indications of the 
fruitful connection between paratexts and representational studies are evident in a number of 
existing studies which examine the ways that paratexts interplay with transgender (Cavalcante), 
queer (King), and homoerotic representation (Bennett and Woollacott), as outlined in Chapter 
two. Although these works attest to the potential of integrating paratextual theory into 
representational studies, they do not address bisexuality specifically. This thesis builds upon 
these studies by providing an account of the ways that bisexual meanings circulate in the 
paratextual realm. More broadly, it also draws attention to the ways that queer content and 
modes of looking may be understood as commercially lucrative, rather than alienating. 
 
This project develops a sustained engagement between paratextual theory and bisexual cinema 
studies in three notable ways. The first is through the process of text selection. The second and 
third relate to textual analysis.  Close readings of posters, trailers and program notes are used 
to demonstrate the ways that paratexts represent images of bisexuality in the wider 
mediascape. In addition, examination of these paratexts reveals their potential to frame the films 
they promote and to subsequently influence the reception of bisexual images on screen. 
Although the selection and curation of paratexts may at first seem to reveal an embedded 
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circularity in the methodology, it should be noted that the paratexts consulted in the selection 
process provide indications of bisexual reception and are distinguished from official entryway 
paratexts that were used to promote the films. One body of paratexts are used to identify films 
with bisexual receptions; the promotional paratexts used to market these films are then 
analysed to gain insights into how bisexual content is re-presented and shaped by the 
paratextual realm. The overview of this methodology below gives a clearer sense of how these 
issues of paratextual theory will be examined. 
 
i. Text selection 
The following chapters examine the ways that bisexuality is represented in films and their 
associated paratexts on the general release cinema circuit and the queer film festival circuit. 
These broad contexts are represented here by two particular examples: the Melbourne general 
release circuit and The Melbourne Queer Film Festival (MQFF). On the one hand, the analysis 
of films and their paratexts from both the general release circuit and MQFF enables comparison 
of the ways that contemporary representations of bisexuality manifest within spaces that are 
commonly presumed respectively to be heteronormative and homonormative. Yet these two 
distinct contexts have not been selected with the intention of creating a dichotomy; rather, the 
analysis reveals the marginality of bisexuality both within and beyond queer settings, disrupting 
the notion that bisexual images are congruent only with art, queer or niche cinema. Exploring 
two distinct sites of exhibition also presents the opportunity to consider the ways paratexts are 
used and function in different spaces. In addition to theorising the ways that trailers and posters 
represent bisexuality in each exhibition context, the project investigates the ways bisexuality is 
represented within the program notes of the MQFF.  
 
Because the films screened in each of these contexts are framed by diverse paratexts in 
different ways, the text selection process for each also varies. The fourteen narrative feature 
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films from the MQFF that were labelled or categorised by the festival organisers as being of 
bisexual interest constitute one sample. Because no comparable mode of sexual classification 
of films exists on the general release circuit, an alternate method of text selection was 
developed, as outlined in Chapter three. This resulted in a sample of twelve films that received 
references to bisexuality in their reviews and commentary. The first major way that this thesis 
draws on paratexts, then, is as sources of bisexual readings that form the basis of the selection 
of texts examined here. Both the MQFF and general release samples have been constituted as 
bisexual films on the basis of how they have been described and categorised paratextually.  
 
ii. (Para)textual analysis 
In addition to informing the film selection process, paratexts are analysed alongside films in this 
thesis. Analysing the ways that entryway paratexts are implicated in bisexual coding, the project 
presents a twofold analysis of the potential meanings of paratexts. First, paratexts are analysed 
in terms of how they represent bisexuality. For instance, in Chapter three close readings of 
posters and trailers are used to reveal the ways that bisexuality can be represented 
paratextually. Similar issues are addressed in Chapter five where discourse analysis reveals 
how bisexuality has been represented in the MQFF program. Secondly, textual analysis is used 
to explore the ways that paratextual framing can encourage or discourage bisexual readings of 
a film. In particular, Chapters four and six analyse Cloud Atlas, The Hangover Part III, Side 
Effects and Floating Skyscrapers, Submerge, and The Sex of the Angels respectively. 
Analysing these films in relation to their paratexts reveals how expectations that have been 
established paratextually can shape or influence how images of bisexuality on screen are 
understood.  
 
As a result of the method of text selection, the films analysed here have each been read as 
having bisexual meaning for some viewers. This enables the research to focus closely on 
22 
 
exploring the construction of that meaning. Starting from readings of the films that are 
suggested by their paratexts, the selection process has not been constrained by whether the 
texts explicitly present bisexual desire, scenes, or characters of a particular sex. Whilst there is 
no way of definitively predicting or concluding where a bisexual reception has come from, the 
analysis here offers ways of understanding how bisexual meaning can be found in films and 
paratexts.  
 
The overarching objective of this thesis is to contribute to the fields of bisexual representation 
and paratextuality. Emphasising the interrelationships between these fields of study counteracts 
the containment of bisexual scholarship within queer studies. More specifically, integrating 
paratextual analysis into the study of bisexual representations offers myriad insights for bisexual 
cinema studies. It will be demonstrated that bisexual theory illuminates the ways that paratexts 
function – particularly in terms of the ways that trailers and posters appeal to viewers’ desire 
and aim to attract wide and diverse audiences.  
  
Chapter outline 
Drawing parallels between the historical development of the concept of bisexuality and some of 
the obstacles to bisexual representation, Chapter one argues that representations of bisexuality 
are impeded by the pervasiveness of monosexist reading practices. The chapter commences 
with a historical overview of some of the crucial ways that the meanings attributed to the term 
bisexuality have transformed over time. This genealogy provides important ground for making 
sense of why bisexuality continues to contend with issues of delegitimation and ontologic 
incoherence. Understanding these issues is central to theorising the representational 
impediments that contemporary bisexuality faces. The remainder of Chapter one examines how 
these issues of delegitimation manifest in representational terms and how critics in queer and 
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bisexual cinema studies have addressed them. By applying the work of Marjorie Garber, Clare 
Hemmings, Beth Roberts and Maria Pramaggiore amongst others, the chapter explores 
strategies to counteract monosexual readings and represent bisexuality in the cinema. 
Identifying some of the ways that bisexual representations rely upon a viewer’s expectations 
and the disruption of narrative cinema conventions establishes the theoretical groundwork for 
Chapter two.  
 
Chapter two explores the compelling connection between bisexual representations and 
paratextuality. The chapter begins with an introduction to paratextual theory, drawing on the 
work of Jonathon Gray, before exploring the ways that the analysis of particular types of filmic 
paratexts can provide insights into how bisexual meaning is constructed. Two chief connections 
between paratexts and bisexuality are explored throughout the chapter: the ways that entryway 
paratexts can be analysed as discrete texts with the potential to represent bisexuality in their 
own right; and the ways in which paratexts function as frames that shape viewers’ expectations 
and thus influence the reception of images of bisexuality on screen. The discussion is informed 
by Maria San Filippo’s contributions to bisexual cinema studies, as well as paratextual 
domestication scholarship, framing theory and research on the role of polysemy in advertising. 
Drawing on these various bodies of research, the chapter highlights that the relationship 
between bisexuality and film marketing is complex and marked by tensions.  
 
Building on the theoretical foundations of the first two chapters, Chapter three presents an 
analytical overview of the ways in which bisexual meaning is manifested in paratexts on the 
Melbourne general release cinema circuit. The chapter begins by outlining the text selection 
process and offering an overview of the ways that the films selected both reflect and challenge 
existing ideas of bisexual cinema. Attention is then turned to the posters and trailers used to 
market the films. Treating these posters and trailers as discrete texts, the chapter presents 
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close readings of the ways these paratexts represent bisexuals and bisexual desire. This 
analysis draws attention to how bisexual meaning is established by distinct types of texts. It also 
reflects on the ways that bisexual meaning can be obstructed paratextually. 
 
Shifting attention to the interplay between paratexts and the films they promote, Chapter four 
presents three case studies. In contrast to the previous chapter’s focus on posters and trailers 
as discrete texts, this chapter focuses on the interplay of meanings between a film’s paratexts 
and the film itself, revealing ways in which this interplay can shape viewer reception. Analysis of 
Cloud Atlas, Side Effects, The Hangover Part III and their respective entryway paratexts 
highlights three distinct framings of on-screen bisexuality. Given the bisexual receptions of each 
of these films, the analysis focuses primarily on the ways that these films’ paratextual framings 
facilitate and encourage bisexual readings. Whilst each film’s framing invites bisexual readings 
in its own unique manner, this chapter also reveals a range of different ways in which films of 
varying budgets and releases can communicate and circulate bisexual meanings on the general 
release circuit.  
 
Chapter five focuses on the paratextual representation of bisexuality at The Melbourne Queer 
Film Festival. In contrast with the commercial motivations and reliance upon wide appeal that 
characterise the general release circuit, queer film festivals present a unique exhibition context 
for considering representations of bisexuality. Applying queer film festival studies literature and 
specific examples from both the history and present of the queer film festival circuit, this chapter 
commences by providing an overview of the advantages and problems the queer film festival 
(QFF) circuit poses to bisexual representation before analysing specific examples. Analysing 
the official program notes from 2012 and 2013, the chapter explores the ways that bisexuality is 
negotiated within queer festival discourse, and the implications that this can have for the 
reception of individual films as well as on broader bisexual visibility within the festival.  
25 
 
 
Maintaining a focus on the MQFF, Chapter six presents closer analyses of films in relation to 
their paratexts.  Whilst replicating the structure of Chapter four, this chapter also argues that 
expectations and reading practices on the QFF circuit diverge from those on the general release 
circuit in a number of ways significant to bisexual reception. The first case study in this chapter, 
Floating Skyscrapers, emphasises this point. Through being framed by the MQFF as a coming-
out story, Floating Skyscrapers and its framing paratexts reflect that the anticipated meanings 
fostered by conventional queer narratives can disrupt bisexual readings. By contrast, the final 
two case studies, Submerge and The Sex of the Angels, demonstrate that queer cinema’s overt 
engagement with sexuality in its paratexts can also produce framings which more readily 
encourage a bisexual reading. This chapter consolidates the point that queer cinema poses its 
own paratextual challenges and benefits to bisexual reception.   
 
Cumulatively, the arguments put forward by each of these chapters enhance understanding of 
how bisexual meanings are constructed and shaped paratextually. In their own ways, each 
chapter stresses the relationship between exhibition contexts, paratexts, the films they frame 
and the legibility of bisexuality.   
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CHAPTER ONE: HOW WE HAVE TENDED TO 
GET BI IN CINEMA STUDIES 
Bisexual identity and desire need not be seen as any more complex than other sexualities. 
However, representing bisexuality poses a number of distinctive challenges. This chapter 
explores these representational issues in detail as well as ways they can be overcome or 
disrupted. Bisexual representation is impeded by monosexist reading practices and the ways 
that they shape conventional narrative cinema. Whereas heterosexuality and homosexuality 
may be coded visually and in ways that suggest stasis and continuity, bisexual representations 
are more dependent upon temporality and narrative structure. In order to understand why 
bisexuality poses unique representational impediments for films it is valuable to reflect on the 
ways that the concept of bisexual identity has developed.  This chapter begins genealogically, 
drawing attention to the ways that bisexuality as a concept was conceived and understood 
through the twentieth century. Attention then shifts to a focus on representational concerns in 
relation to queer and bisexual cinema studies.  
 
Understanding bisexuality: a history  
In the introduction bisexuality was theorised as an identity, and to a lesser extent a form of 
desire. However, the term bisexual has had various meanings at different points in history. 
Though many of these uses are less prominent nowadays, their influence can still be observed, 
particularly in the ways that bisexuality is often conceived as lacking in coherence as an identity, 
and marginalised in relation to both heterosexuality and homosexuality. These issues can be 
linked to the epistemic function that bisexuality has played throughout the late nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries in instituting and maintaining the heterosexual/homosexual binary, whilst 
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also threatening it. Examining this paradox and its various manifestations over time, Steven 
Angelides argues that bisexuality has been both ever-present and a continued absence 
throughout the history of sexuality. He reasons that “bisexuality as an epistemological category 
is part of the logical or axiomatic structure of the hetero/homosexual dualism – even if only as 
this structure’s internally repudiated other” (15). As earlier usages of the term, to be discussed 
below, highlight, bisexuality also interacts with and disrupts binary notions of gender. Angelides 
asserts that the presence of self-identified bisexuals disrupts the monosexist logic of a sexual 
binary, of the idea that a person must prefer either one sex or the other. At the same time, the 
abstract concept of bisexuality has been intrinsically constitutive of this same binary. This 
epistemic function of bisexuality as a structuring absence, which recurs throughout sexual 
discourses of the twentieth century, is particularly relevant to understanding the simultaneous 
visibility and absence of bisexuals in the cinema. The historical inclusion and exclusion of 
bisexuality and bisexuals can help to explain current representations and understandings of 
bisexuality on screen.  
 
In contrast to contemporary usage, the earliest uses of the term bisexual designate an individual 
who embodies both sexes.  Marjorie Garber traces this use of the term as far back as the 
seventeenth century (235). Analysing its use in the early nineteenth century by the poet Samuel 
Taylor Coleridge, she observes that the term took on “a kind of Gnostic memory of an original 
double state” in that “to be bisexual was to be beyond human sexuality, to transcend it. 
‘Bisexuality’ was the origin, but it was also, at least in an idealized sense, the goal” (238). 
Throughout the late nineteenth century, sexologists employed the term to denote a similar 
innate hermaphroditism. However, in contrast to its earlier connotations, it was not conceived as 
a healthy goal or aim. Instead, innate bisexuality was used to explain the problem of sexual 
inversion, which was another term for homosexuality. To be bisexual was to embody both male 
and female traits. Categorising individuals in this way could provide an explanation for those 
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who appeared to be attracted to their own sex, by containing such desires as fundamentally 
heterosexual in nature. The term bisexuality in this period was linked to the positing of a 
biological underpinning for theorising the homosexual, or invert, as biologically inferior. This 
narrative of inversion, which was fuelled by homophobia, hinged upon, and reinforced the notion 
that heterosexuality is immutable.  
 
In the early twentieth century, Havelock Ellis began aligning the idea of bisexuality more 
explicitly with desire. Ellis theorised a tripartite of sexual categories: the heterosexual, the 
bisexual and the homosexual (Angelides 46). However, despite theorising bisexual desire, Ellis 
dismissed the practicality of a bisexual category or identity because he claimed that it 
introduced “uncertainty and doubt” to all the categories (qtd. in Garber 240). As Garber explains, 
this uncertainty stems from the fact that, “when looked at closely [bisexuality…] tends to either 
expand (to include many if not most heterosexuals and homosexuals) or to disappear (since it is 
not discretely separable from the other two categories)” (240-241). As a consequence, at the 
beginning of the twentieth century bisexuality was “erased from the present tense in order to 
avert a crisis of meaning for the identities of (white) man, woman, heterosexual, and 
homosexual” (Angelides 48). Garber points out that Ellis’ characterisation of bisexuality as 
elusive bears “startling resemblance” to contemporary biphobia, including “allegations of 
duplicity, psychological instability, immaturity, passing, or a ‘transitional phase’” (241).  
 
The early sexology discussed above is also echoed in Sigmund Freud’s work, which is often 
identified as crucial to the development of bisexuality as a concept and has had lasting impact. 
Freud’s theorising of sexual development reflects the influence of Darwinism in his demarcation 
of bisexuality as a primitive state from which heterosexuals and inverts develop (Angelides 60). 
However, this primordial casting does not fully encapsulate the breadth of Freud’s 
preoccupation with bisexuality or his critique of the work of the sexologists discussed above. In 
29 
 
a move away from early theories of inversion, Freud argues, “a certain degree of anatomical 
hermaphroditism really belongs to the normal” (Freud 15). In this now famous essay, “The 
Sexual Aberrations”, Freud goes on to conclude, “no uniformity of sexual aim can be attributed 
to inversion” (17). He adds, however, that the human being has an “original predisposition to 
bisexuality, which in the course of development has changed to monosexuality, leaving slight 
remnants of the stunted sex” (15). This theory reflects the way Freud “refused biological 
determinism in terms of sexuality, preferring to explore the importance of family, social and 
cultural influences on sexual development” (Evans 96). But it also reveals his continued 
investment in the characterisation of bisexuality as a form of androgyny, whereby an individual 
possesses both masculine and feminine traits. As a consequence, Freud’s work destabilises the 
notion that clear biological differentiation between the heterosexual and the invert exists.  
 
Yet despite the fact that bisexual desire is central to some of Freud’s theories, ascertaining how 
he defines the term is difficult. The polysemy of bisexuality in Freud’s work is striking. Merl Storr 
describes bisexuality as the “mysterious heart of Freudian psychoanalysis,” given its centrality 
to his thoughts on topics that range from “human sexuality […] and the Oedipus complex to the 
development and diagnosis of nervous disorders” (21). Storr notes that Freud’s cautious 
attempts at defining bisexuality are “nuanced to the point of mysteriousness” (28).  In Freud’s 
work “bisexuality [is] the universal joint providing the necessary flexibility to support a multiplicity 
of converging and often inconsistent views” (Angelides 68). Much of this vagueness may stem 
from the fact that Freud seems to define bisexuality as the coexistence of masculinity and 
femininity in an individual, without clarifying what the terms masculine and feminine signify. As 
Lisa Appignanesi and John Forrester suggest, the “most intriguing long-term effect of Freud’s 
continued espousal of the concept of bisexuality was that it allowed him perpetually to postpone 
answering the question: what do the terms masculine and feminine really mean?” (401). Despite 
these limitations, Freud’s contributions continue to have lasting impact on contemporary 
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understandings of bisexuality.  
 
Shiri Eisner credits Freud’s work with popularising a number of contemporary misconceptions 
about bisexuality. These include the misconceptions that bisexuality is universal (and thus 
simultaneously non-existent), a phase, a sign of immaturity, or a symptom of stunted 
development (Eisner 16). Although the fallacies listed by Eisner are distinct from one another, 
they also overlap in significant ways. Each is reliant on the assumption that bisexuality is, or 
should be, transient, an assumption central to Freud’s theorising of sexuality. Consequently, 
each supports the notion that bisexual behaviour and desire are plausible, but that a bisexual 
identity is not, whilst simultaneously reinforcing the stability of homosexual and heterosexual 
identities as the mature end points of proper sexual development. In these ways, Freud’s 
conception of bisexuality continues to shape contemporary understandings of the term.  
 
By contrast, Kinsey’s taxonomical studies of human sexuality throughout the 1940s and 1950s 
problematise the stability of a heterosexual/homosexual binary. While some scholars have 
raised concerns about the methodology used by Kinsey, Pomeroy and Martin (see, for example, 
Wallis, “Statistic of the Kinsey report”), others acclaim his work as a “major factor in challenging 
attitudes about sex in the 20th century” (Bullough 130). In the introduction to Sexual Behaviour 
in the Human Male, the first and most widely referenced volume of the Kinsey studies, the team 
distinguish themselves from the sex research preceding their own. Noting that they aim to work 
objectively, by avoiding “moral interpretations,” they add that “nothing has done more to block 
the free investigation of sexual behaviour than the almost universal acceptance, even amongst 
scientists, of certain aspects of that behaviour as normal, and of other aspects of that behaviour 
as abnormal” (5-7). Moving away from the concept of a pre-ordained sexual binary, Kinsey, 
Pomeroy and Martin represented their findings by a spectrum or scale. The Kinsey Scale was 
devised and purported to be a more fitting representation of variations of human sexuality than 
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previous sex research. In this scale, congruence along sexual axes is not necessarily the norm. 
In fact, Kinsey’s scale positions examples of complete, monosexual congruence as two extreme 
end points on the spectrum, with most participants falling somewhere between these two limits. 
Significantly, five of the seven points on the scale correspond with bisexual attraction. This can 
be understood to normalise bisexual behaviour. However, it has in common with Freud’s work 
the pervasive myth that everybody is really bisexual and ipso facto, that nobody is a bisexual.  
 
Although Kinsey’s scale has been immensely popular and useful for challenging the 
homosexual/heterosexual binary, it also has its weaknesses, which are best exemplified by 
contrasting the Kinsey scale with comparable models for measuring sexuality, developed in the 
latter half of the twentieth century. For instance, Michael Storms’ 1980 study of sexuality and 
Figure 1.1 Sexual orientation models. Top left: Kinsey’s 
Heterosexual-Homosexual rating scale, developed in 1948. Top 
right: Storms’ two-dimensional model, developed in 1980. Bottom: 
Klein’s original Sexual Orientation Grid, developed in 1978. 
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erotic fantasies points to conceptual problems with Kinsey’s unidimensional continuum. Storms 
takes particular issue with the Kinsey Scale’s unclear differentiation between bisexuality and 
asexuality.4 In an effort to rectify this, Storms developed a “bidimensional construct of erotic 
orientation” (172) (see figure 1.1). In addition to creating a category for asexuals, Storms’ model 
disrupts the notion that bisexuals are equal parts homosexual and heterosexual. Instead, “on a 
two-dimensional map, bisexuals are those individuals who are high on both homoerotic and 
heteroerotic orientation, not medium on both” (Storms 172). Despite its usefulness, however, 
“few people of any sexuality seem to be aware of” Storms’ model (Udis-Kessler 52). This is 
particularly evident when contrasted with the continued application of the Kinsey scale, which 
has been especially valued in gay and lesbian communities, as well as in wider popular culture. 
For example, the Kinsey Scale is referenced numerous times in the Netflix series Orange is the 
New Black (“You don’t just turn gay. You fall somewhere on the spectrum like on a Kinsey 
scale” (“The Chickening”)), as well as an episode of the ABC series Revenge (“Ah, ambiguous 
sexual identity, I get it. I'm about a three on the Kinsey scale” (“Charade”)).  
 
Despite the fact that the Kinsey scale remains culturally prominent and popular,  Fritz Klein’s 
Sexual Orientation Grid, developed in 1978, provides a more insightful mapping of sexuality for 
scholars. As Klein observes, “Kinsey did not separate psychological reactions from overt 
experiences,” which is a significant omission given that “there is of course a large difference 
between thought and action, between fantasy and experience” and that all of these facets (and 
others) shape an individual’s sexuality (15). Klein’s grid expands the Kinsey Scale, assessing 
past, present and future (ideal) experiences of sexual attraction, sexual behaviour, sexual 
fantasies, emotional preference, social preference, self-identification and lifestyle, using the 
                                               
4 On Kinsey’s scale, discerning between attraction to both sexes and an equal disinterest in either sex is 
difficult; both experiences will produce a Kinsey 3. Aware of this, Kinsey developed the X category to 
accommodate asexuality, though this category is not included on the scale.  
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Kinsey scale numbers (0=purely heterosexual, 6=purely homosexual). Klein’s model has the 
advantage that it acknowledges the important role that temporality plays in the development of 
sexual identities. As will be seen, this temporality is especially crucial to bisexuality. Klein’s work 
also highlights the centrality of political and lifestyle habits to an individual’s sexual identity. 
 
Despite their variances, each of these modes of measuring sexuality is significant. Firstly, they 
highlight that the ways in which sexuality is measured determine “the proportions of the 
population we assume to be bisexual, heterosexual and homosexual” as well as “the different 
ways we conceptualize sexuality in general” (Storr 49). As Butler argues, sexuality (like sex and 
gender) is not prediscursive, some innate trait to be discovered and quantified. Rather, an 
analysis of these sexual models and the varied ways that they conceptualise the bisexual 
highlight the social constructionist argument that “we never encounter the body unmediated by 
the meanings that cultures give to it” (Rubin 149).  Secondly, these models indicate that the so-
called complexities associated with bisexual identity quickly reveal themselves to be far more 
pervasive. They implicate heterosexuality and homosexuality - as well as the multitude of other 
sexual identities – as being just as conceptually slippery as bisexuality. These models also 
underscore that sexual identity in any form is complex and ultimately comes down to an 
individual’s assessment of their own attractions and sexual identity. This has implications for 
how we understand the coding of sexuality on screen, which tends to rely primarily on the visual 
assessment of characters who do not explicitly proclaim their sexual identity.   
 
The other major contribution of Kinsey’s work, in particular, was to the emergence of bisexuality 
as an identity. Eisner points out that “from the moment […] bisexuality became a category, it 
also became adoptable as a personal identity, a mark for a type of person rather than a series 
of isolated acts” (19). While she does not clearly demarcate what she pinpoints this moment to 
be, the work of Kinsey was certainly one of the major contributing factors to the emergence of 
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bisexuality as an identity. Quite literally, Kinsey presented points along a scale that people could 
use to identify themselves. After the work of Freud and Kinsey, bisexual behaviour and desire 
were fathomable and bisexual identity could be claimed and adopted. Yet despite the fact that 
Kinsey’s work contributed to the legitimisation of bisexual identity and same-sex attraction 
(which would later be further developed by Storms and Klein), the prevalence of homophobia 
throughout the conservatism of the 1950s continued to limit and problematise the existence of 
any individuals experiencing same-sex attraction.  
 
Clear evidence of this can be identified in the work of Edmund Bergler. As a psychoanalyst 
theorising homosexuality in the 1950s, Bergler renounced the significance of bisexual desire to 
human sexuality, distancing himself from Freud. He also vehemently derided Kinsey’s research. 
Bergler’s emphasis on homosexuality as a psychopathology or illness led to homophobic, and 
monosexist, claims in his work. For example, he wrote that,  
Bisexuality – a state that has no existence beyond the word itself – is an out-and-out fraud […] 
The theory claims that a man can be – alternatively or concomitantly – homo and heterosexual. 
The statement is as rational as one declaring that a man can at the same time have cancer and 
perfect health. (89) 
Bergler’s dismissal of bisexuality seems to reflect an anxiety regarding its power to undermine 
the hegemonic sexual binary.  His work suggests that bisexuality poses a threat by symbolising 
a weakening of the implicit border between heterosexual and homosexual, which for 
homophobic theorists like Bergler is unfathomable and terrifying. Although this pathologising of 
homosexuality draws on Freud’s theories of healthy and interrupted development, it 
misconstrues Freud’s conclusions. The homophobia fostered by psychoanalysts like Bergler 
during this period stigmatises same-sex attraction and epistemically erases bisexual desire by 
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employing a logic of contamination, a type of sexual “one-drop rule,”5 which obliterates any 
movement between or activity outside of heterosexuality and homosexuality. Reflecting on this 
anxiety, Fritz Klein observes: 
If the bisexual is really a homosexual with a screw loose, his or her social and psychological 
obliteration is a comfort and a safeguard to all. This holds true for the homosexual as well as the 
heterosexual because existence, of however despised a kind, is preferable to, better than […] 
nonexistence. (10) 
Like Yoshino, Klein links bisexual erasure to the anxiety that a weakening of the binary might 
destabilise both heterosexual and homosexual categories. Problematically, this anxiety also 
promotes a disjuncture between bisexual behaviour and bisexual identity. That is, even if 
bisexual behaviour is existent, those partaking in it must fundamentally be “a homosexual with a 
screw loose” (Bergler 10). This weakens the potential for interpretations of bisexual acts as cues 
for a bisexual identity.  
 
Despite this type of homophobia and the widespread cultural taboo of same-sex attraction 
throughout the 1950s, this period is also understood as the era in which a collective gay 
community and culture began to emerge, an important precursor to the gay liberation movement 
of the 1960s and 1970s (Evans 97). These developments are important to bisexual histories, 
both in terms of their impact upon the politics of same-sex attraction but also because of the 
separatist politics they affirmed and the ways that these problematised affinities between 
homosexual and bisexual individuals. Although the years between the first Kinsey Report and 
the 1970s are infrequently referenced in studies of bisexuality, many bisexuals were an 
unnamed “part of gay and lesbian communities [throughout this period]” (Eisner 19). The 
                                               
5 Klein also makes this link whilst discussing the relationship between homophobia and bisexual erasure: 
“Many people in this country, especially in the South, consider a person with ‘one drop’ of African-
American blood to be ‘black.’ Why is this person not seen as white at least in degree? The answer is as 
simple as it is profane. A threat is best dealt with if it is dismissible. In the world of sexual choice, the 
homosexual is the black” (Klein 10). 
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liberation movement of the 1970s avowed the potential of bisexual desire “as the basis of a new 
liberating ontology of sexuality”, but this ontological potential “was located in a utopic space that 
was a nowhere place” (Angelides 130-131). Bisexuality was presented as a fine ideal, but 
unachievable in the present. Evans explains that “rather than enabling the emergence of a 
polymorphously perverse and liberated society in which bisexuality would not be marginalised, 
gay liberation reinforced the heterosexual/homosexual dichotomy” (98). In becoming organised 
as a united front to fight for equal rights that coalesced around activism, gay and lesbian 
movements of this period relied heavily on separatist politics (Evans 98), reifying the sexual 
binary and neglecting bisexuality. 
 
This mythologising of bisexuality as “chic” and “radical” (Angelides 119) throughout the 1970s 
can also be observed in a number of films of the time. In the 1970s bisexual behaviour was 
explored more prominently on screen than it had been in the past. This development reflects the 
increased traction of the homophile and liberation movement, as well as wider cultural shifts 
fostered by the free love ethos of the countercultural era.  The confrontation of sexual taboos 
within post-classical American cinema and European art cinema throughout the 1960s and 
1970s and the rise of sexploitation cinema also contributed to bisexual visibility on screen. Films 
such as Teorema (Pasolini, 1968), Sunday Bloody Sunday (Schlesinger, 1971), Something for 
Everyone (Prince, 1971), Cabaret (Fosse, 1972), and The Rocky Horror Picture Show 
(Sharman, 1975) unabashedly depicted bisexual behaviour. However, they did so in ways that 
tended to “depict bisexuality as symptomatic of anomie among the complacent leisure class 
intelligentsia […] or of the hedonistic pursuits of preening artistes” (San Filippo B Word 54). 
Despite the increased presence of bisexual behaviour in film throughout this period, San Filippo 
points to the fact that it tends to render “bisexuality hypervisible only to conflate it with an 
overdetermined bohemian lifestyle – which, it is implied, would make anyone and everyone 
bisexual” (B Word 55).  
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An alignment of bisexuality with a voguish and, for most people, unattainable lifestyle was 
mirrored more widely within the culture of this period. As Marjorie Garber explains, in the 1970s, 
bisexuality developed a certain chic cache: 
The ostensible objects [of this period] were pleasure, freedom, and the breaking down of 
boundaries. Bisexuality and the drug culture promised the experiences of the borderline, the 
edge, the anti-bourgeois. Bisexuality, and its uneasy sometime-synonym, androgyny, were signs 
of the times… Twosomes were out; to be a pair was to be square. Communal living, “swinging,” 
“threesomes,” group sex – these were the media clichés of the time. To be young and bisexual in 
the seventies meant in part to find the media and the music industry describing a life that 
uncannily matched one’s own desires, and, as all popular media do, also created them. (Garber 
20) 
Garber’s alignment of bisexuality with swinging, drug-taking and general debauchery highlights 
a connotation or reputation that continues to be associated with bisexuality. Writing in 2013, for 
example, Norman M. Brown and Ellen S. Amatea note, “the word ‘bisexuality’ sometimes 
evokes the image of unpredictable promiscuous behaviour, known in the 1970s as ’swinging’” 
(265). Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, as the “self-styled Sexual Revolution” (Garber 20) of 
the 1970s waned, the supposed promiscuity and recklessness of bisexuals continued to be 
evident in discourse about AIDS. Male bisexuals, in particular, came under scrutiny for 
spreading the disease, feared for supposedly creating a contaminated bridge between 
homosexual and heterosexual communities. 
 
Despite some of the limitations of bisexual representations in the 1970s and the move by 
liberationists toward separatist politics, substantial gains were also made by the bisexual 
community during this period that helped to cement a political, bisexual collective. BiNet USA 
provides a lengthy timeline of bisexual history which highlights a number of crucial advances in 
bisexual politics. In 1972, for instance, the Quaker Committee of Friends on Bisexuality issued 
the “Ithaca Statement on Bisexuality”. Appearing in the Advocate, “the statement announces a 
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new bisexual consciousness to gay readers” (“A Brief History”). Later that year the National 
Bisexual Liberation Group formed in New York, and began circulation of “probably the earliest 
bisexual newsletter, The Bisexual Expression” (“A Brief History”). From the early 1970s 
onwards, then, a bisexual political identity was established and a visible community presence 
emerged. A bisexual community continued to develop, with the founding of The San Francisco 
Bisexual Centre in 1976 and the formation of smaller community groups throughout North 
America (“A Brief History”).  
 
The impact of queer theory throughout the 1980s and onwards marks another crucial shift in the 
conceptualisation of bisexuality. Michel Foucault’s The History of Sexuality, published in 1978, 
is commonly regarded as one of the most influential and formative texts within queer studies. 
Foucault’s work performs an intervention in scholarship on sexuality, seeking to denaturalise 
sexual categories and to destabilise identity politics. Central to Foucault’s project, and the wider 
field of queer theory, is the distinction between essentialist and social constructionist 
understandings of, or approaches to, sexuality. Annamarie Jagose provides a succinct 
differentiation of these two positions: “Whereas essentialists regard identity as natural, fixed and 
innate,” she explains, “constructionists assume identity is fluid, the effect of social conditioning 
and available cultural models for understanding oneself” (8). The constructionist position is 
largely influenced by Foucault. Most famously, in volume one of The History of Sexuality, 
Foucault stresses the social construction of the homosexual, citing its “date of birth” as 1870 
(43). He explains, as is oft quoted, that whilst “The sodomite had been a temporary aberration; 
the homosexual was now a species” (Foucault 43). Foucault’s genealogical method highlights 
both the ways “in which sex is ‘put into discourse’” (11) and the constitutive power of this 
process. Accordingly, his work has been widely drawn on by poststructuralists working in queer 
theory as a means of deconstructing sexual categories. 
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Adopting a similar methodology and further challenging essentialist understandings of sex, 
gender and sexuality, Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble is another seminal text in the field of queer 
studies.  Butler’s critical genealogy of gender categories highlights that the presumed 
ontological coherence of sex and gender is in fact a product of an “epistemic regime of 
presumptive heterosexuality” (viii). The implications of this finding for the ways queer sexualities 
are theorised is immense. As Butler explains, “The cultural matrix through which gender identity 
has become intelligible requires that certain kinds of ‘identities’ cannot ‘exist’ - that is, those in 
which gender does not ‘follow’ from sex and those in which the practices of desire do not ‘follow’ 
from either sex or gender” (17). Yet Butler notes that these “’identities’ [that] cannot ‘exist’” do 
persist and proliferate (17). In so doing, these unintelligible identities “provide critical 
opportunities to expose the limits and regulatory aims” of the heterosexualized cultural matrix 
“and, hence, to open up within the very terms of that matrix of intelligibility rival and subversive 
matrices of gender disorder” (Butler 17). Butler’s theorising of gender performativity and the 
subversive potential posed by unintelligible identities highlights the cultural imbrication of sex, 
gender and desire, as well as the ways that gender and sexual transgression can disrupt the 
presumption of such heteronormative cohesion.  
 
By highlighting the importance of social and cultural discourses and deconstructing binaries of 
gender (masculine/feminine), sex (male/female) and sexuality (homosexuality/heterosexuality), 
Foucault, Butler and the wider social constructionist intervention of queer studies presents tools 
and insights that radically alter the possibilities of bisexuality studies. The impact of these works 
on the contemporary study of queer identities, including bisexuality, is incontestable and the 
methodologies and insights of queer theory inform this thesis. For instance, the genealogical 
critique of bisexual meanings presented here is indebted to Foucault.  Yet as April S. Callis 
observes, bisexuality has tended to be left relatively unexamined, and arguably underutilised, by 
queer theory: 
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There is no doubt that mentions of bisexual identities and bisexuality scholarship have been 
absent from works of queer theory. However, this absence is not merely problematic because of 
its exclusivity… this absence has actually weakened queer theory. (28) 
For instance, as Callis observes (and this chapter has demonstrated), just as Foucault’s “theory 
of discourse can explain the Western construction of gays and lesbians, it can also explain the 
lack of salience around bisexual identity” (Callis 33). Ipso facto, a consideration of bisexual 
identity in Foucault’s work, or the many queer theorists who draw on it, could have proved 
“fruitful” (Callis 33). Along similar lines, Callis asserts that the subversive potential to disrupt  
gender and sexuality categories also make bisexuality a concept of relevance to a Butlerian 
study of performativity and cultural intelligibility.  
As Callis and Clare Hemmings have highlighted, a consideration of bisexuality alongside or 
within queer theory presents mutual benefits. Yet, as Jennifer Mitchell points out, “in an attempt 
to oppose heteronormativity in the age of identity politics, [queer theory] has come to theorize 
only homosexual identity, mainly at the expense of other sexual possibilities” (312). Bisexuality 
continues to go largely unrecognised or referenced in queer studies. This is partly a product of 
the fact that the general category of queer is often used in practice to denote homosexual. Thus 
bisexual experience is conflated with homosexual experience, or else overlooked entirely. This 
contributes to the estrangement of bisexuality from queer theory. When bisexual theorists and 
activists have questioned this exclusion, typically through calls for greater recognition and 
visibility, they have often encountered the refrain that such recognition would be at odds with 
queer theory’s general aversion to stable identities, or that bisexuality reifies the man/woman 
binary. However, as illustrated above, a consideration of bisexual identity may in fact be useful 
to poststructuralist examinations of sex, gender and sexuality discourses. Moreover, as Julia 
Serano argues, the claim that bisexuality reifies binaries and sexual categories “is not typically 
made against people who gravitate toward sexual identity labels such as gay, lesbian, dyke, 
homosexual, heterosexual, straight, queer, asexual and so on” (108). These labels, with the 
exception of asexual, appear frequently in queer literature. Thus these types of accusations are 
better understood as “an attempt to fix bisexual to a single meaning, one that is an affront to 
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how many bisexual-identified people understand and use that label” (Serano 110). 
 
Because queer has been, and continues to be in some contexts, a synonym for homosexual, 
bisexuality has tended to go under-examined and overlooked within much queer literature. Yet 
the inadequacy of queer literature to address bisexual concerns also stems from the fact that 
the epistemic and ontologic instability of bisexuality throughout its historical development, and 
its more recent establishing of a collective identity and community (relative to gay and lesbian 
communities) may place the needs of bisexuals and bisexual theory in the 1990s out of sync 
with the developments and pursuits of queer theory. For instance, whilst the disruption of sexual 
identity categories can be understood to challenge the sexual binary and thus alleviate the 
threat of monosexism, the usefulness of identity labels (and politics) to marginalised groups 
striving to prove their existence is significant.  Identity labels “have political and material 
consequences” (Yoshino 359) beyond mere discernibility for all groups. However, these 
consequences are likely to be more pronounced when a group has only gained recognition in 
recent decades and continues to have their identity questioned and marginalised. Rebecca 
Shuster has asserted that placing “human beings into one or two – or three – boxes” is absurd 
and denies the breadth of human sexuality, whilst also reinforcing “societal divisions that form 
the mainspring of lesbian and gay oppression” (62). However, “until sexual relationships are 
selected in an atmosphere of total freedom” the use of identity labels “makes sense as personal, 
psychological, and political tools” (Shuster 63). Crucially, “such labels are useful to organize 
information about sexual experience, to establish cohesive communities, and to mobilize 
activists on behalf of sexual freedom” (Shuster 63). They are also relevant to visibility and 
representation, both in general terms and within the more specific realm of screen studies. It is 
those identities, like bisexuality, then, that are most at risk of losing naming rights, as in 
conferences and film festivals, for example, which may be most invested in the visibility and 
legitimation fostered by naming. Thus, in analysing bisexual representations issues of legibility 
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and visibility remain more prominent than they may in the broader field of queer cinema.  
 
Another important development in the ways that the term bisexual has been conceptualised is 
the emergence of bisexuality studies. Alongside the development of queer theory during the 
1990s, bisexual politics rose to “greater national and international prominence” (Yoshino 433), 
due in large part to the efforts of bisexual activists and scholars. Despite being marginalised by 
much of the literature in sexuality studies, a growing body of scholarship dedicated to bisexuality 
emerged. Although the first studies of bisexuality predate this period (see, for example, 
“Bisexuality: Some Social Psychological Issues” (Blumstein and Schwartz, 1977); The Bisexual 
Option (Klein, 1978); “Mexican Male Bisexuality” (Carrier, 1985)) the 1990s saw a proliferation 
in bisexual scholarship.  This research has demonstrated that biphobia and monosexism foster 
the denial, exclusion, invisibility, marginalisation and stereotyping of bisexuals in schools, 
workplaces, sport and health services (Barker et al 19-26). As a consequence, these studies 
have further established the importance of challenging monosexism and dismantling bisexual 
stereotypes and misconceptions.  
 
Some studies approach these issues in an epistemic fashion, with the intention of dismantling 
the very system marginalising bisexual people and other sexual agents. Research that focuses 
on bisexuality in an epistemological capacity is included in Re Presenting Bi Sexualities: 
Subjects and Cultures of Fluid Desire (1996) a collection of essays edited by Pramaggiore and 
Donald E. Hall. Essays in this book focus on the link between bisexuality and “ways of 
apprehending, organizing, and intervening in the world that refuse one-to-one correspondences 
between sex acts and identity, between erotic objects and sexualities, between identification 
and desire” (Pramaggiore “BI-ntroduction” 3). This positioning of bisexuality as a method or lens 
demonstrates strong links to the historical development of the term as a potentially disruptive 
threat. These theorists recognise and seek to harness the disruptive potential of defining 
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bisexuality as elusive and in flux, theorising a dismantling of the sexuality binary as the best 
means to combat biphobia and monosexism. A bisexual episteme can be very useful in 
problematising sexuality categories and normative methods of theorising desire. But studies 
centring on an epistemic approach have tended to perpetuate bisexuality as unknowable and 
enigmatic. Accordingly, this epistemic application of bisexuality can pose representational and 
political dilemmas by problematising bisexuality as an identity.   
 
An epistemic approach may also overestimate the destabilising power of bisexuality. As Merl 
Storr observes in Bisexuality: A Critical Reader: “any theory of difference is also, ipso facto, a 
theory of identity, and the identity difference binary is inescapable” (143). Clare Hemmings 
elaborates the problem by observing that, “unless transgression actually disrupts the underlying 
forms of the discourses being challenged, the attempt runs the risk of becoming yet another 
partner in the endless spiral of binary oppositions” (“Extract” 195-196).   Hemmings identifies 
this problem as being evident in the frequent political or theoretical rejection of binary structures 
by bisexual individuals and the contradictory manner in which many of these same individuals 
draw on binary systems of difference to identify themselves as bisexual. Amber Ault suggests 
that rather than breaking down binaries, many bisexuals create new ones, such as the 
bisexual/monosexual distinction. Ault’s work thus exposes that “theorizing hybrid identity as 
subversive proves simpler than enacting it” (183).  
 
Although epistemic approaches can be useful to representation studies they tend to 
characterise bisexuality as either powerfully disruptive or epistemically impotent. But bisexuality 
is neither intrinsically revolutionary nor entirely useless. Expressing concern at this 
dichotomising view of bisexuality, Angelides argues that whilst the category of bisexuality should 
not be discarded “to the scrapheap of theoreticopolitical sterility,” the notion that bisexuality is 
“inherently subversive” is undermined by the fact that “the ‘easy binarities’ of which Garber 
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speaks appear anything but under threat” (5). Jo Eadie explains that a dichotomising view of 
bisexuality also proves challenging for those who identify as bisexual because characterising 
bisexuality as elusive may “undermine the very ground” on which bisexual collectivities gather 
(“Extracts” 123). Whilst non-prescriptiveness may bolster tolerance and inclusion, Eadie 
cautions: 
This approach is not without its problems: the major one is that throughout the bisexual 
community there are fears about not being bisexual ‘enough’ […] in the absence of a coherent 
(which would also mean policed) bisexual identity, their expression of bisexuality is wanting. 
Monogamous people feel they should be having more relationships, and people in multiple 
relationships feel they are perpetuating a stereotype. People who have had primarily same-sex 
relationships feel they are expected to have opposite-sex relationships, and people in opposite-
sex relationships feel they have not proved themselves until they have had a same-sex 
relationship. This persistent insecurity is generated by the absence of any normative identities 
which might provide the security of being bisexual in ‘the right way’. (“Extracts” 123-124) 
Yoshino voices similar concerns, arguing, “the process of coming out as bisexual may be 
retarded by the fact that no robust template of bisexual identity exists” (430). Given the historical 
development of the term, the self-doubt that many bisexuals experience is unsurprising. In 
theorising and analysing the ways that bisexuality is coded in the cinema, this lack of a “robust 
template of bisexual identity” (Yoshino 430) poses particular representational challenges.  It also 
emphasises the significance of those images that are decoded or read as bisexual. 
Concentrating on these types of images provides an opportunity to consider contemporary 
understandings of bisexual identity and the chance to reflect on what a filmic template of 
bisexual identity might encompass.  
 
Understanding the historical relationship(s) between heterosexuality, homosexuality and 
bisexuality renders contemporary tensions between our understanding of these categories 
clearer. Repudiation of bisexuality is not merely a result of distaste for bisexuals, but stems from 
the larger epistemic contract of a sexual binary. Of most significance here is the 
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heterosexual/homosexual binary, though its interconnectedness with the male/female binary is 
also crucial. In a range of discourses of the twentieth century, from early sexology to 
contemporary queer theory, bisexuality has been repudiated. This repudiation has taken 
different forms, including the outright erasure of bisexuality associated with monosexism and the 
mischaracterisation and undermining of bisexual identities linked to biphobia. The historical 
development of the concept has also been marked by irony and paradox. For instance, 
bisexuality has been criticised from a queer perspective as exclusionary because of its 
purported reification of sexual and gender binaries. However, it was excluded from earlier 
sexological studies on the assumption that it may undermine or rupture hegemonic sexual 
categories, rendering it so inclusive as to be impractical. Whilst the field of bisexuality studies 
has provided much clearer and more logically sound conceptions of bisexuality, often they too 
perpetuate a fairly ambiguous characterisation of the term which seems to suggest bisexual 
meaning is either epistemically impotent or powerfully deconstructive. The conflicting 
approaches to and characterisations of bisexuality outlined here have contributed to the 
confusion and misconceptions that impede contemporary conceptions of bisexual identity. 
Importantly, they also help to explain why bisexual representations pose greater challenges to 
filmmakers and some viewers than their heterosexual and homosexual counterparts.   
 
Resistance to representation 
To some extent, all sexual identities pose challenges to visual modes of representation.   
Discussing representations of sexual minorities, Harry Benshoff and Sean Griffin have noted 
that sexuality “has few if any physical markers that the visual medium of film can exploit” (15). 
Accustomed to heteronormativity, many viewers assume a character is heterosexual unless 
otherwise signalled, either explicitly or by more implicit coding, such as gender nonconformity.6 
                                               
6 As chapters five and six examine, this is not necessarily true of QFFs.  
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When a divergence from heterosexuality is to be signified, mannerisms, hairstyles and interests 
suggesting nonconformity to gender roles will often be used to code homosexuality. For 
example, Vito Russo points to the sissy as one of the earliest incarnations of homosexuality on 
screen: “Characters who were less than men or more than women”, who tampered with gender 
roles, were used to signify homosexuality (6). This non-conformity to gender roles remains 
pivotal to the coding of homosexuality in contemporary film and television. While these 
stereotypes are often damaging or, at best, clichéd, they provide visual shorthand for 
homosexuality on screen. Bisexuality, more than heterosexuality or homosexuality, lacks 
recognisable physical markers7  because a comparable schema or set of codes for bisexuality 
does not exist. Heather E. Macalister observes the pervasiveness of this problem: 
There are no real stereotypes to help identify bisexuals. No visual cues or markers […] There’s 
no hairstyle, clothing, way of walking, way of talking or tell-tale preference in music […] In other 
words, we don’t really have a schema for bisexual and we find that very frustrating! (28) 
This can be linked to the prevalence of monosexism and the prominence of the sexual binary 
discussed earlier, where heterosexuality is rendered the norm and gendered or sexed 
divergences from this norm are cast as the other of the hegemonic sexual binary, the 
homosexual. Thus representations of bisexuality seem to be more dependent upon the 
representation of particular types of desires and behaviours than they are on gendered 
nonconformity. This marks a crucial distinction between homosexual and bisexual 
representation. But it also highlights problems in how film texts may conflate gender and sexual 
nonconformity in ways that further reinforce binary understandings of both.  
 
A number of stereotypes commonly associated with the bisexual on screen provide further 
insights into the ways that behaviour and desire are central to bisexual representation. Bisexual 
characters tend to be presented as immoral or threatening, thus this behaviour and eroticism is 
                                               
7 By this, of course, I refer to constructed or cultural indicators, rather than essential or biological markers. 
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often marked by danger. Accordingly bisexual characters feature most prominently on screen as 
serial killers (as in Basic Instinct (Verhoeven 1992)), vampires (The Hunger (Scott 1983)), 
unhappily married heterosexuals (Entre Nous (Kurys 1983)), promiscuous (Blue Velvet (Lynch 
1987)), or prostitutes (My Own Private Idaho (Van Sant 1992)), as examined by Wayne Bryant 
in his book Bisexual Characters in Film: From Anais to Zee.  Despite the recurrence of these 
stereotypes in association with bisexual behaviour, they are limited as bisexual codes. This is 
because these stereotypes also appear frequently on screen without bisexual connotations. 
This places them in contrast with stereotypes like the sissy. The vampire is a particularly clear 
example of this. As Garber explains: 
The vampires of our century have been variously portrayed as devouring women with dangerous 
heterosexual appetites, homoerotic males, vampire lesbians in masked or unabashedly frank and 
desiring forms, Jews, racial “others,” and, most recently, bisexuals. They have, in short, 
insistently incarnated the fears and desires of the times. (98) 
Analysis of bisexual vampires can provide insight for scholars of bisexual cinema. In fact, more 
broadly, the vampire figure may provide interesting opportunities for more radical bisexual 
possibilities because, through the exchange of blood, the vampire demonstrates a mode of 
eroticism that disavows gender altogether. Yet, returning to the assertion that there are a select 
body of bisexual vampires, readily differentiated from others by many viewers and critics, there 
remains the issue of discerning what marks the bisexual vampire as bisexual, as opposed to the 
lesbian or homoerotic vampire. Seemingly this distinction is based largely on the sexual 
encounters or desires demonstrated by the vampire figure. Thus the motif of the vampire alone 
is not necessarily a cue or code for bisexual potential in itself, although it may be more readily 
read or interpreted in this way because of the bisexual vampire tradition. Jo Eadie argues that 
typically “the presence of a bisexual figure in a film is an indicator that a cultural tension is being 
broached, whose contours the bisexual enables the audience to negotiate, and whose dangers 
the bisexual always embodies” (“That’s Why” 142). This argument explicates the function of the 
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bisexual vampire. However, it also highlights the ways that bisexual behaviour and desires can 
signify a raft of tensions and dangers, as well as the potential for a character to be read as 
bisexual.  
 
Further complicating the matter of bisexual representation, bisexual behaviour can also be 
indicative of, or interpreted in ways that do not suggest a bisexual identity. The order and 
frequency in which sexual encounters and desires are presented will impact the ways that they 
are interpreted (Roberts Neither Fish 74). Marjorie Garber observes that “in some people’s 
minds, [bisexuality] must be concurrent or simultaneous in order to be real” (Garber 526), 
because “‘sequential’ bisexuality is just wishy-washy hetero- or homosexuality, and ‘situational’ 
bisexuality (in same-sex schools, prisons, the armed services, or the locker room) is just fooling 
around or making do” (526). These distinctive modes of bisexuality indicate the significance of 
temporality and require some unpacking. Situational bisexuality, perhaps the most easily 
defined, typically refers to heterosexually identified individuals who temporarily partake in same-
sex romantic or sexual behaviour whilst isolated from the other sex. Sequential or serial 
bisexuality refers to the experience of “same- and other-sex connections at different points” over 
a lifetime (Roberts Neither Fish vii). By contrast, concurrent and simultaneous bisexuality 
encompasses experiences of same- and other-sex connections at the same time. Just how this 
notion of “the same time” is to be defined though is unclear. Garber illuminates the ambiguity of 
these definitions, pondering, “what, precisely, is ‘the same time’? Alternate nights? The same 
night? The same bed?” (147). However, the complexity surrounding these terms can be 
somewhat resolved by contrasting serial bisexuality, where same- and other-sex connections do 
not overlap, with concurrent bisexuality where same- and other-sex connections intersect. In the 
case of a ménage a trois (French for household of three, or threesome) this intersection is 
simultaneous (Roberts Neither Fish vii). As Garber and Roberts both point out, instances of 
concurrent bisexuality are much more readily legible or visible as indicators of a bisexual 
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identity.  
 
One of the major reasons for the greater legibility of concurrent bisexuality is the cultural (and 
monosexist) tendency to make synchronic assumptions about an individual’s sexuality with little 
consideration for their sexual histories or futures. For example, a man and a woman holding 
hands are likely to be read as heterosexual, whereas two men kissing are likely to be 
understood as homosexual. This process also involves the interpretation of the individuals’ 
gender expressions. For instance, the couples’ clothing, hairstyles and mannerisms will be used 
to deduce their gender and consequently their sexuality.  When these visual signifiers are 
interpreted within a monosexual framework these assessments seem accurate. Yet the visual 
alone can be a limiting indication of an individual’s sexuality and gender, just as one’s sexual 
present can be a limiting indication of their sexual past or future.  
 
Figure 1.2 Examples of triadic imagery. Both the cover of Marjorie Garber’s book 
Vice Versa and the poster for the film Threesome (Lee Beale 1970) make use of triadic 
imagery to symbolise bisexuality. Although the poster is more overt in its denotation of 
bisexual desire, both images utilise three varied figures to symbolise bisexual 
possibility.   
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 Given that individuals are likely to be interpreted as monosexual unless they exhibit concurrent 
bisexuality (Yoshino 431) it is unsurprising that one of the most predominant images or 
representations of bisexuality in both temporal and nontemporal media has been the triad or 
threesome. Figure 1.2 provides both an abstract and literal example of triadic imagery. The 
cover of Marjorie Garber’s book Vice Versa: Bisexuality and the Eroticism of Everyday Life, 
features Janet Rickus’ painting “Three Pairs”. Featured on the cover of a book about bisexuality, 
the differences between these three pears communicate “highly gendered and raced meanings 
of bisexuality without visual bodily signs” (Hemmings Bisexual Spaces 139). Garber explains 
that the pears can be paired up, or coupled, in various ways based on their colour and shape 
(527). Thus the image may signal the various possible relationships between three figures, 
representing sequential bisexuality (Garber 527-28; Hemmings Bisexual Spaces 139). However, 
it can also be read to signify an image of concurrent bisexuality, or a ménage à trois (Hemmings 
Bisexual Spaces 139). A more literal example of the latter is presented in the poster for 
Threesome (Beale 1970). This erotically charged image presents three gender-differentiated 
figures undressed and entwined with one another. Not all triadic imagery is as sexually explicit 
as the poster for Threesome, however this example provides a representative illustration of the 
ways contemporary bisexuality is most clearly depicted. As Hemmings outlines, “most 
contemporary attempts at resolving the problems of bisexual representation have used the 
same paradigm to create images of threes – two men and a woman; two women and a man – 
through which to recognize bisexual behaviour or identity” (134). These types of images make 
concurrent bisexuality, or bisexual potential, salient. However, despite the capacity of such 
imagery to convey bisexuality, a single image may not have as much impact within temporal 
media, particularly if it is preceded or succeeded by more conventional, coupled imagery. 
 
Perhaps more than other sexual identities, representations of bisexuality are inextricably linked 
to temporality. At the same time that temporality can enhance representations of bisexual 
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possibility, it can also pose a challenge to the representation of bisexual identities. This is best 
illustrated by considering the privilege and import afforded the final scenes or denouement of a 
narrative film, and the ways that this can disrupt a bisexual reading. Unlike narratives in serial 
form, which can foster potential diachronic readings, many feature films demonstrate a strong 
emphasis on progression towards a conclusive end point. Maria Pramaggiore explains that: 
Bisexual readings privilege the episodic quality of films that represent time as a field across which 
a number of sexual acts, desires and identities might be expressed, not an inexorable march 
toward heterosexual maturity or the progress of discovery (and final certainty) represented by the 
homosexual coming-out narrative (italics mine). (“Seeing Doubles” 242) 
The regularity with which heterosexual union features in Hollywood films is an obvious example 
of the central role that romantic stability plays in denouement. Even when romance has played 
very little role in a plot, the resolution of a romantic subplot is usually an intrinsic component of 
the happy ending (Bordwell 157-159). Homosexual coming-of-age stories also tend to privilege 
linear development and the idea of sexual maturity at their conclusions. This convention is 
unsuited to bisexual representation. As Esther Saxey explains: “coming out stories have their 
roots firmly in identity politics: they argue for a stable and recognizable gay or lesbian identity, 
they describe the oppression of this identity within society and they celebrate its liberation” (6-7). 
As a consequence, these stories often present bisexual behaviour as a phase on the path to 
monosexual maturity. Even when a narrative focuses on a bisexual coming-out story, it must 
“struggle against the weight of generic expectations that the protagonist will come out as gay or 
lesbian” (Saxey 134).  
 
This issue of generic conventions is relevant to both queer cinema and the general release 
circuit. As a temporal medium, cinema has the potential to explore bisexual desire and 
experience in dynamic ways. However, the prevalence of conventional narrative structures, 
which privilege conclusions and linear progress, means that in practice the feature film form has 
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often been unsuited to representing bisexuality. 
 
Bisexual film studies 
In many ways, bisexual film studies can be understood as a reaction against gay, lesbian and 
queer cinema studies – bringing attention to ideas and identities formerly ignored. Yet, it is also 
indebted to the contribution queer cinema studies makes to our understanding of marginalised 
sexual identities on screen. One of the earliest influential texts in queer cinema studies is 
Richard Dyer’s anthology, Gays and Film (1977), which examines gay content as well as the 
relationship between gay audiences and the cinema. Dyer argues that because they have been 
traditionally isolated, homosexuals have tended to turn to mass media for identification more 
strongly than heterosexual audiences (Gays 1). Although Dyer criticises Hollywood for instilling 
self-hate in gay viewers through negative stereotyping, he also reveals that homosexual viewers 
have appropriated and reinterpreted “straight society’s images on the screen” (Gays 1-2). 
Notwithstanding the focus of Dyer’s work on homosexuals and film, his ideas can also be 
applied more widely to the ways many “sexual minorities” have been stereotyped on screen, as 
well as the ways in which a wider range of audiences produce resistant readings. Dyer’s work 
introduces the idea that queer readings of popular films had long been common. Vito Russo’s 
The Celluloid Closet: Homosexuality in the Movies (1981) is another formative text in the field of 
queer cinema studies. Russo’s work expands on the negative stereotyping noted by Dyer and 
highlights the erasure and demonisation of homosexuality in Hollywood by analysing common 
stereotypes of gay men and, to a lesser extent, lesbians. Russo’s engagement in political 
activism, screening of queer cinema and public lectures also played an instrumental role in the 
proliferation of queer cinema and its study.  
 
Gains by the gay and lesbian liberation movement and the easing of Hollywood censorship 
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further helped to foster an increase in queer images on screen, and scholars’ ability to discuss 
them.  By the 1990s, for instance, depictions of gay characters in films such as Philadelphia 
(Demme, 1994) and The Birdcage (Nichols 1996) were successful on general release in 
cinemas. Although the early studies of stereotypes by Russo and Dyer provided important 
foundations for queer cinema studies, developments in queer theory and identity politics have 
shaped contemporary approaches in new ways. For instance, the dichotomising of 
representations as either positive or negative has lost currency in recent decades, as has the 
stability of the heterosexual/homosexual binary. These shifts are best exemplified by a wave of 
films released throughout the late 1980s and 1990s, The New Queer Cinema (NQC) movement.  
 
The films of the NQC explore queer conceptions of sexuality and gender in ways that are 
marked by an eschewal of positive imagery and the defiance of conventions associated with the 
feature film form (Aaron 399).  Consisting of independently-produced pictures that were 
screened at film festivals, the NQC “was characterized by an evolution that was explosive, 
scattering ideas and images into dozens of genres and countries and thousands of screens 
large and small”, resulting in a number of “crossover” films that “escaped subcultural status” 
(Rich New Queer Cinema xxvi). Directors such as Todd Haynes (Velvet Goldmine (1998)), Gus 
Van Sant ((Mala Noche (1987), My Own Private Idaho (1992)), Rose Troche (Go Fish (1994)), 
Lisa Cholodenko (High Art (1998)) and Gregg Araki (Totally Fucked Up (1993), The Doom 
Generation (1995)) experimented with style and form, demonstrating awareness of the ways 
cinematic conventions and forms are pivotal to representing queerness, and drawing attention 
to the heteronormativity of conventional narratives and film form. Discussing major studio 
feature films of the period, Todd Haynes explains, “they’re straight because of the structure [...] 
If you simply replace boy meets girl with boy meets boy, it's not really doing anything at all” (8). 
The structure that Haynes refers to here echoes the inexorable narrative progression toward 
heterosexual or homosexual maturity to which Pramaggiore refers (“Seeing Doubles” 242). 
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Because Haynes’ films actively reject this conventional structure they are conducive to bisexual 
reading. For instance, Velvet Goldmine can be read as privileging an episodic quality and 
embodying Pramaggiore’s strategy of “represent[ing] time as a field across which a number of 
sexual acts, desires and identities” are expressed (“Seeing Doubles” 242). Because NQC is 
characterised by a rejection of gender and sexual binaries, a number of these films offer ample 
potential for bisexual readings; many also offer material for theorising a bisexual aesthetic. 
However, these bisexual elements have often been ignored or subsumed in queer cinema 
scholarship, reflecting the erasure of bisexuality in both queer studies and the wider field of 
media studies. 
 
A number of critics have responded to this neglect by producing their own, bisexual analyses of 
cinema that draw on but also depart from queer cinema studies. Echoing Russo, Wayne M. 
Bryant’s Bisexual Characters in Film: from Anais to Zee (1997), the first book dedicated to 
bisexuality, provides a directory of bisexual characters and fosters the re-claiming and re-
reading, of those appropriated as homosexual or heterosexual. Drawing strong parallels with 
Russo’s research, Bryant’s book helps dispel the myth that bisexuality and bisexuals have been 
absent from the screen. Identifying and examining bisexual characters in “more than two 
hundred films made in twenty-five countries over a period of eighty years” (Bisexual 153), 
Bryant argues that bisexual characters are not necessarily absent; rather, they are invisible. 
This, he suggests, is compounded by a “dearth of writing” on bisexual cinema (Bisexual ix). He 
argues that this lack is a consequence of a range of factors, including: writers misappropriating 
bisexual characters as gay or lesbian; “the personal prejudices of those who write movie 
reviews”; and a reluctance of queer film festivals to screen bisexuality (Bisexual ix). These 
observations are notable because they identify the importance of reception in bisexual cinema 
studies, an idea that remains central to contemporary research on bisexual film and television. 
Bryant’s observation that on screen bisexuality is invisible, as opposed to absent, foreshadows 
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Maria San Filippo’s more recent concept of “bisexual (in)visibility” (B Word 4). In The B Word: 
Bisexuality in Contemporary Film and Television (2013), San Filippo uses this bracketed term 
“to signal the spectral presence that bisexuality occupies, both on screen and within the broader 
landscape of sexual identity” (4). She argues that this spectral quality is “due to the slippage 
between [bisexuality’s] representational pervasiveness and the altering measures of tacit 
acceptance, disidentification, or disavowal that render bisexuality discursively un(der)spoken” 
(4). In The B Word San Filippo argues that the possibilities for bisexual readings of 
contemporary screen texts are vast, though all too regularly obstructed by monosexual reading 
practices. She coins the term “missed moment” to describe this phenomenon (15). San Filippo 
defines missed moments as “textual and critical elisions” where “a monosexual perspective is 
imposed upon a text rich with bisexual potential” (B Word 15). This parallel between the work of 
Bryant (1997) and San Filippo (2013) emphasises the enduring issues of bisexual invisibility and 
monosexist reading practices, and the ways that earlier taxonomic work on sexual 
representation remains relevant to more recent research.  
 
The influence of postmodernism and queer theory has also been felt in bisexual film 
scholarship. An example is The Bi Academic Intervention’s (BAI) anthology, The Bisexual 
Imaginary: Representation, Identity and Desire (1997). Addressing problems associated with the 
term representation itself, the BAI draws on structuralism and post-structuralism in order to: 
make explicit the workings behind the available meanings of bisexuality, to consider how the 
images which might constitute a bisexual imaginary are transmitted, and come to be formed, 
rather than to merely label such images ‘bipositive’ or ‘biphobic’, good or bad. (4) 
The BAI advocates the use of post-structuralist thought, in particular, because it allows for “an 
analysis of the ways in which meanings accrue” (3). This is significant, they point out, because 
“the point about images is not their content but how that content accumulates meaning – the 
different and changing contexts of images” (5). Yet bisexual representation studies can also be 
contrasted with postmodern thinking, because:  
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There is still a poverty of images of bisexuality, and the recycling which generates contemporary 
bisexual imaginaries is often a quotation from other imaginaries – lesbian, gay, straight, swinging. 
Nevertheless, bisexuals currently have an unfashionable investment in the authenticity of their 
emotions which places us in a secluded spot on a map of contemporary sexualities. (BAI 10) 
Despite the fact that bisexual film scholarship developed from queer cinema studies, it can also 
be differentiated from this field. As has been shown in this chapter, bisexual scholarship must 
contend with the myth that the bisexual does not exist. Therefore, studies of bisexuality start 
from a distinct position and can be subsequently described as being on a different trajectory. In 
his contribution to the BAI anthology, Jo Eadie argues that bisexual scholarship needs to “move 
rapidly through its essentialist phase before catching up with the deconstructive and ironic 
suspicion with which our queer comrades regard their sexuality” (“That’s Why” 155). Ironically, 
legitimacy and coherence need to form the basis from which irony and suspicion can develop in 
productive ways.    
 
Approaching filmic bisexuality with a focus on the medium offers a way of exploring in more 
depth how images of bisexuality can achieve coherence and legitimacy on screen. Despite 
lengthy discussions of bisexual images, Beth Roberts notes “there has not been a sustained 
investigation into how these images work” (“Muddy Waters” 330). Instead, bisexual cinema 
studies have tended to privilege analysis of stereotypes, tropes and narratives (Roberts “Muddy 
Waters” 330). Progressing beyond the observation and critique of content, a medium-centric 
approach allows the development of a deeper understanding of how films construct bisexuality, 
and how viewers might recognise or adopt bisexual viewing positions. Roberts’ analysis posits, 
“if bisexuality is to be plausible to viewers, the same- and other-sex attractions of a character 
have to be integrated, temporally and spatially, in a film text“ (Roberts “Neither Fish” viii). Order 
and duration, distinctive features of editing and the film medium, become crucial to Roberts’ 
theorising of a bisexual code. As she summarises: “the portrayal of bisexuality in films depends 
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not only on the arrangement of sexual events […] but also on their duration and frequency […] 
Their relevance is weighted according to how long and how often they are shown” (Neither Fish 
74). These insights reveal that bisexual behaviour alone does not sufficiently code bisexual 
identity. Instead, in order for such behaviour to be interpreted as indicative of a character’s 
bisexual identity, the persistence of monosexism must be interrupted or challenged. This 
observation that monosexism needs to be surmounted in order for bisexual representations to 
be decoded is crucial to understanding how bisexual representations are constructed. Roberts 
argues that the visual is prioritised in the cinema so she focuses on the ways that a film’s form 
and structure can mount this challenge. But her observations can also be examined in relation 
to other facets of bisexual representation, which are intricately connected to conventions of 
narrative cinema and its reception if not strictly medium-specific. For instance, this thesis draws 
on Roberts’ ideas in order to analyse the ways spectatorial positions and paratextual framing 
can interrupt monosexist reading practices.  
 
Pramaggiore’s bisexual reading strategies are invaluable to a discussion of bisexual spectatorial 
positions and provide a valuable complement to Roberts’ work. In “Seeing Double(s)”, 
Pramaggiore examines Maya Deren's experimental films, arguing that a bisexual reading is 
encouraged by the following representational practices:  
1) The avoidance of a coupled resolution, whether heterosexual or homosexual; 2) the lack of a 
clear distinction between identification and desire among characters and, potentially, among 
characters and spectators; and 3) temporal and spatial regimes that undermine both progress 
and resolution, and therefore admit of the possibility of contingent identities, of subjects-in-
process, particularly with respect to gender and sexuality. (“Seeing Doubles” 242) 
Whether a film’s representational practices encourage a bisexual reading or not, such an 
analytical framework can be beneficial. Approaching films with an understanding of these 
strategies aids our understanding of the ways sexual desire and identification operate between 
characters, as well as between characters and spectators. Pramaggiore’s concept of the 
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“bisexual spectator” provides further material for addressing this latter concern, as will be 
explored in Chapter three.  
 
Roberts’ emphasis on the coding of on-screen representation and Pramaggiore’s focus on the 
ways films can encourage bisexual readings provide a solid framework for understanding the 
construction of filmic bisexuality. However, there are also differences between Roberts’ and 
Pramaggiore’s work, the most significant of which are their conceptions of bisexuality and 
consequent selection of texts for analysis. Pramaggiore’s work conceptualises bisexuality 
epistemically and focuses on the ways that texts might foster a bisexual aesthetic in order to 
encourage particular reading strategies. Pramaggiore does not attempt to attribute a bisexual 
identity to characters in these films. Rather, her work analyses the spectatorial positions a film 
can be considered to invite. Pramaggiore’s work thus focuses on reading bisexually, whereas 
Roberts considers how films render bisexuality readable. This thesis draws on both approaches 
in its analysis of films and paratexts. This is partly because each method offers useful insights to 
the two focuses of this analysis: how bisexuality is represented and how the ways that it is 
framed impact upon this. However, these two approaches are also drawn together in an effort to 
illuminate the ways that they intersect and can be understood as mutually informative. This 
thesis argues that bisexual spectatorial positions and reading strategies may heighten viewers’ 
receptivity to bisexual representations - that is, their ability to decode or recognise bisexual 
images. Conversely, instances of bisexual coding or representation have the potential to foster 
and encourage bisexual ways of seeing and reading a film. Therefore, in its aim to examine the 
ways that bisexual meanings are constituted, this thesis addresses both the representation of 
bisexuality and the ways that bisexual representations are framed.  
 
As this chapter has demonstrated, bisexuality is commonly characterised by paradoxes. In the 
same way that bisexuals have been characterised throughout the twentieth century as both 
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everywhere and non-existent, bisexual images on screen are common but frequently elided or 
overlooked by scholars, reviewers and audiences. This elision, or these “missed moments” (San 
Filippo B Word 15) can be linked to expectations and reading positions that viewers bring to a 
film, as well as to the monosexist implications of narrative conventions like the coupled 
resolution (Pramaggiore “Seeing Doubles” 242). Thus the ways that bisexual representations 
and reading positions are manifested requires closer critical attention within bisexual cinema 
studies. The remainder of this thesis addresses this problem from a paratextual perspective, 
arguing that in order to understand how bisexual meaning is constructed on screen our grasp of 
the ways that bisexual representations and readings are instituted paratextually needs 
developing.   
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CHAPTER TWO: MEANING FROM THE 
MARGINS: PARATEXTUALITY AND 
BISEXUAL REPRESENTATION 
This chapter argues that paratexts can provide unique insights into how bisexuality is 
communicated, both on and beyond the cinema screen. Looking beyond the cinema may at first 
seem counterintuitive. However, making sense of the ways that bisexuality is coded on screen 
is enhanced by analysis of the ways that it can be read off screen in paratexts. There are two 
major components to this chapter’s argument. The first is that entryway paratexts can be 
analysed as discrete texts with the potential to represent bisexuality in their own right. The 
second is that they can also function as framings that shape viewers’ expectations and thus 
influence images of bisexuality on screen. After an introduction to paratextual theory, a brief 
overview is provided of the types of paratexts to be analysed in this project. The complex 
relationship between bisexuality and the entryway paratext’s objective to promote the film will 
then be examined, with a particular focus on the issues of “paratextual domestication” 
(Cavalcante 86) and the significance of bisexual readings to strategic ambiguity. The aesthetic 
connections between bisexual representations and entryway paratexts, and the susceptibility of 
bisexual films to paratextual framing will also be demonstrated. Ultimately, paratextuality will be 
shown to provide insight into how and why bisexuality is rendered visible (or not). 
Defining the paratext 
Fundamentally, paratextuality can be understood as a form or subcategory of intertextuality 
(Gray 117). Julia Kristeva explains that all texts are “constructed as a mosaic of quotations; any 
text is the absorption and transformation of another” (37). Thus, whether a text seems to directly 
quote another text or not, its meaning is always dependent upon a wider framework of meaning 
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constituted by other texts. Echoing Kristeva’s conception of intertextuality, with an emphasis on 
screen texts, Jonathan Gray explains that: 
Intertextuality refers to the fundamental and inescapable interdependence of all textual meaning 
upon the structure of meaning proposed by other texts. In common usage, intertextuality refers to 
instances wherein a film or program refers to and builds some of its meaning off another film or 
program.  (117) 
The concept of paratextuality similarly acknowledges that texts mutually inform one another’s 
meaning. However, as Gray’s definition illustrates, intertexts tend to be films or television 
programs in their own right whereas paratexts tend to be “textual fragment[s] or ‘peripheral[s]’” 
(Gray 117). Unlike intertexts, which typically have a degree of independence from the films or 
programs they reference or are referenced by, “paratexts are generally outgrowths of a film or 
program” (Gray 118). 
Categorising paratexts as peripherals is useful for differentiating them from the broader category 
of intertexts. Yet this characterisation is also somewhat limited because it relies on a knowable 
boundary or border of the text. Jacques Derrida’s essay “Parergon” highlights the problems of 
such a notion. “There is a trembling limit,” he explains, “between the ‘there is’ and the ‘there is 
not’” of a work of art (28-29). Taking the title as a point of example, Derrida poses a series of 
compelling questions:  
What is the topos of the title? Does it take place (and where) in relation to the work? On the 
edge? Over the edge? On the internal border? In an overboard that is re-marked and reapplied, 
by invagination, within, between the presumed center and the circumference? Or between that 
which is framed and that which is framing in the frame? (24) 
The work of art is not contained by a stable frame, then. Rather, Derrida draws on the term 
parergon to articulate the periphery of the work, that which is “neither work (ergon) nor outside 
the work [hors d’oeuvre], neither inside nor outside, neither above nor below” (9). Derrida does 
not trouble these boundaries to discount the frame. Instead, as Robin Marriner explains, Derrida 
“problematizes the contrasts and oppositions between what is intrinsic and what is extrinsic to 
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the work… in order to disclose the mode and conditions of… what is taken as ‘given” or “to 
disclose the ‘logic’ of the relations between ‘interiority’ and exteriority’” (352).  
 
Derrida’s parergon is of particular significance to a consideration of paratexts because the 
paratext itself undermines any clear distinction between the inside and outside of a text. Yet, 
simultaneously, its intelligibility tends to rely upon the existence of such a demarcation. In 
addition to resonating with Derrida’s work, this paradoxical position also highlights some of the 
conceptual links between paratextuality and bisexuality. Whereas theorising bisexuality has 
potential to disrupt the stability of a hegemonic sexual binary, theorising of paratexts disrupts 
the purported ontologic coherence of the main text. Striking another parallel with the concept of 
bisexuality, the threat that a paratext poses to the ontologic coherence of a text emerges from 
within the text itself, rather than externally. Paratexts are not merely at the edges of a text, 
reinforcing its borders, instead they occupy a more unstable position akin to the parerga. Or, as 
Gerard Genette, who coined the term, explains: 
The paratext is, rather, a threshold, or […] a “vestibule” that offers the world at large the 
possibility of either stepping inside or turning back. It is an “undefined zone” between the inside 
and the outside, a zone without any hard and fast boundary […] a zone not only of transition but 
also of transaction. (1-2) 
Perhaps because of this liminality, media paratexts have been under-examined. Yet, striking 
further consonance with the study of bisexuality, the difficulty that categorising paratexts poses 
should attract rather than dispel critical attention. Gray’s book-length study Show Sold 
Separately: Promos, Spoilers, and other Media Paratexts (2010) is the most notable example of 
a sustained analysis of paratexts and paratextual theory in screen studies. Whilst a number of 
other theorists have made significant contributions to the field, these have often taken the form 
of specialised studies that are centred on one particular type or aspect of paratexts (see, for 
example, Cavalcante (2013); Stanitzek (2005); Kernan (2004)). By contrast, Gray’s book is 
63 
 
notable for providing a broader perspective of media paratexts, and for its exploration of the 
ways specific paratexts shape textuality.  
 
In his adaptation of paratextual theory for “off-screen studies” (Gray 4), Gray makes a number of 
notable divergences from Genette’s theory.  Whereas Genette coined the term in relation to 
literary studies and asserts that “by definition, something is not a paratext unless the author or 
one of his associates accepts responsibility for it” (9-10), for instance, Gray is more liberal in 
defining what constitutes paratextual material. Though he differentiates between official 
paratexts (produced, commissioned or authenticated by the studio) and unofficial paratexts, he 
also acknowledges paratexts produced by studios, advertising agencies, media outlets, fans, 
non-fans and anti-fans as equally deserving of attention. As a consequence, Gray’s conception 
of the paratext is widely inclusive, and encompasses texts as diverse as posters, trailers, online 
discussions, reviews, interviews with the cast, merchandise and fan creations. Gray argues that 
these paratexts warrant attention because they have potential to shape a film’s “textuality” (7) or 
meaning. Their role should not be discounted as merely ancillary because value and meaning 
are, in part, “constructed outside of what we have often considered to be the text itself” (Gray 
ix). This justification for paratextual analysis relies largely on Gray’s conception of the film text 
as a “contingent entity” (7). 
 
Typically within film studies, references to the film text refer primarily to the film itself. In the 
past, this conception of the film text could be supported by the material quality of celluloid, 
whereby the film (text) was literally the film (celluloid). In the past two decades though, the two 
“constants of institutional cinema, celluloid and the movie theatre, have been threatened in their 
entirety by the digital fracture” (Gaudreault and Marion 11). Although discussion of the impact of 
digital media is often limited to the production and definitions of cinema, Chuck Tryon explains 
that film advertising, distribution and reception are also changing to the point that “what counts 
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as a film text is subject to reinterpretation” (4). Tryon points to filmmakers’ “use of video 
podcasts and DVD extras to provide supplemental elements not included in the original film” as 
exemplars of the film text’s shifting boundaries (4). When films themselves are no longer 
celluloid, defining them as delimited texts in practical terms becomes more difficult.   
 
Yet even before the advent of digital cinema, theorists have long challenged the idea that any 
film is a delimited object. For instance, Stephen Heath argued in 1977 that the film text has a 
fundamentally paradoxical relationship to boundaries. At the same time that a film “exists to 
end”, he writes, it must also “never end”, existing “in a kind of englobingly extensive 
prolongation […] in a whole host of epiphenomena from trailers to remakes, from weekly 
reviews to star magazines, from publicity stills to mementoes (rubber sharks, tee-shirts)” (Heath 
28).  Along similar lines, Barbara Klinger points out that not only is it possible for film texts to be 
protracted, but, in fact, “part of the text’s status in mass culture relies on […] a lack of self-
containment; its social life depends on the extension of its elements through the agency of 
certain contextual forms into the everyday social sphere” (7). Hence a film’s status as 
commodity is an important factor in this contingency and elongation. Klinger’s argument is 
echoed in Robert Kolker’s assertion that, “because it is so intensely a public, commercial art, 
film is authorized – or textualized – from a number of directions” (12).  
 
Echoing theorists such as Heath and Klinger, Gray proposes that the film text “is not a finished 
production but a continuous productivity” (7).  By theorising the film text in this way, Gray 
highlights that a film’s meaning is not limited to the screen itself and is, instead, constituted in a 
variety of ways, from numerous directions. This is pivotal to paratextual studies because it 
destabilises the notion that paratexts are a subordinate aspect of a film’s textuality and 
meaning, emphasising that paratexts warrant closer critical attention. It also highlights that they 
can play a constitutive role in the construction and transmission of a text’s meanings, whilst 
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emphasising that these meanings are constantly in flux. This multiplicity also raises some issues 
in terms of locating or identifying what differentiates the paratext from the main text, no clear 
boundary exists. Yet this elusiveness can be productively acknowledged; at the same time that 
this research uses terms like text (to refer to a film) and paratext (to refer to those materials 
traditionally deemed periphery), it also embraces the ways that these categories have the 
potential to change, coalesce and intermingle in ways that will sometimes be difficult to discern.  
 
Gray’s conception of the text as a “contingent entity” (7) also has ramifications for the ways that 
paratexts are differentiated from one another. Paratexts are described in temporal terms 
throughout Gray’s work: 
I will distinguish between paratexts that grab the viewer before he or she reaches the text and try 
to control the viewer’s entrance to the text (“entryway paratexts”), and paratexts that flow between 
the gaps of textual exhibition, or that come to us “during” or “after” viewing, working to police 
certain reading strategies in medias res (“in media res paratexts”). (23)  
Entryway paratexts include casting rumours, promotional clips, interviews with stars and film 
trailers, whereas in medias res paratexts include fan fiction, DVD extras, reviews and critical 
responses. Because of the myriad ways that films and their paratexts may be consumed or 
encountered, it is not possible to define certain paratexts as always preceding a film’s release, 
or reception, and others as always trailing it. Any one paratext may function in both capacities or 
neither. Nevertheless, the intended temporal relationship between a paratext and a film provides 
a useful means of differentiating between paratexts for the purposes of analysis.  
 
Official entryway paratexts are used in this analysis in order to think about both the visibility and 
the framing of bisexual images. Official entryway paratexts are produced officially by a film’s 
production company, in contrast to paratexts produced unofficially by viewers. Accordingly, they 
tend to have wider circulation and greater visibility than their unofficial counterparts. Their status 
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as official may also enable them to demonstrate stronger narratological influence over the films 
they promote. As will be demonstrated, both of these characteristics are central to theorising 
connections between bisexual representation and paratextuality. In addition, official entryway 
paratexts are also available with a consistency and regularity within and across exhibition sites 
that makes them suitable for analysis. This helps to ensure that the films discussed in this thesis 
can be analysed in relation to the same types of paratexts. Reflecting this objective, the 
paratexts have been selected because of their prominence and relative consistency on the 
general release circuit or within the MQFF.  
 
In the case of the general release circuit, two specific types of paratexts fit these parameters: 
the official poster and the theatrical trailer. Both of these types of entryway paratexts 
conventionally accompany films that secure a theatrical release. The anticipation that 
theatrically-released films will be marketed in this way, and the desire that potential audiences 
harbour for these first glimpses of certain films, is emphasised by the increasing presence of 
official posters and theatrical trailers beyond the cinema. Official film websites and social media 
platforms ensure trailers and posters are consumed in more spaces, with greater frequency, 
and with the potential for would-be viewers to circulate them amongst their peers. Websites 
such as IMP Awards, which includes an extensive gallery of movie posters and makes regular 
updates as new posters and poster-related news emerge, and Coming Soon, a site dedicated to 
bringing users the latest previews, teasers and trailers, further attest to the growing anticipation 
of and appreciation for posters and trailers. 
 
In relation to the MQFF exhibition context, close attention will be given to another paratext, the 
program notes. As the films screened at MQFF tend to be independently produced on small 
budgets, they are typically not accompanied by extensive marketing campaigns. The program 
notes serve as an alternative source of information in this context. Whilst some of the 
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programmed films have short trailers and posters which are available online, it is very rare for 
these paratexts to be circulated within the MQFF, and thus their relevance to this exhibition 
context is minimal.  By contrast, the program notes play a significant role in the festival, which 
warrants critical attention. As Mel Hogan observes, film festival program guides inform a 
“festival’s representation of itself – if not an ideal self, a self that is politically, historically and 
socially constituted” (4). Of particular consequence to this study is the fact that a festival’s 
program notes also introduce and frame their programmed films for an audience.  
 
These official entryway paratexts are each prominent within their respective exhibition contexts. 
They are also consistent with Gray’s conception of paratexts in that they can be understood as 
fragments or outgrowths of the films they are promoting (Gray 118). Yet, all three distinct forms 
– posters, trailers, and program notes – also function as discrete or autonomous texts. That is, 
all three can be encountered and read independently of the films they promote. In addition to 
considering the ways that these paratexts frame or shape the meaning of their main texts, this 
chapter analyses the ways that these texts may construct bisexual meaning independently.  
To domesticate or titillate: negotiating paratextual visibility 
As a consequence of their promotional status, official entryway paratexts tend to be highly 
visible and widely circulated relative to their context. This is particularly true of those paratexts 
that promote films on the general release circuit. The pervasiveness of these paratexts is 
exemplified by the extraordinary amount of money that is spent on their production and 
dissemination. Jeffrey C. Ulin explains that as a consequence of “the increasingly competitive 
nature of the marketplace, and the compressed periods of theatrical release […] the costs of 
marketing have spiralled to almost unimaginable highs” (514). Although the amount of money 
spent on marketing will vary from production to production, around a third of a major studio 
film’s total budget will be allocated to marketing costs (Kuhn and Westwell 256). Remarkably, 
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around ninety per cent of this budget will be spent prior to the film’s release date (Elberse and 
Anand 320) on producing and disseminating official entryway paratexts. The enormity of these 
costs points to a critical gap in screen and media studies: “while the industry pumps millions of 
dollars and labor hours into carefully crafting its paratexts and then saturates our lived 
environment with them, media and cultural studies often deal with them only in passing” (Gray 
7). A disregard for paratexts as merely peripheral or promotional risks overlooking the ways that 
they “carefully craft” (Gray 7) meaning in order to maximise appeal. Although it is often the 
paratext’s status as a promotional tool that fosters its critical neglect, the promotional aims of 
the official entryway paratext actually comprise much of its usefulness to scholars. In attempting 
to attract viewers, entryway paratexts must avoid alienating potential audiences whilst also 
managing to peak interest and entice. Accordingly, close readings of what paratexts render 
visible can provide insights into cultural conventions and power dynamics.  
 
Paratexts also have the potential to contribute to and reify cultural representations. Paratexts 
occupy quite a prominent space in the contemporary mediascape because of the money spent 
on their creation and circulation. Their cultural significance may be best illustrated by reflecting 
on the fact that the average spectator will encounter far more paratexts in their lifetime than they 
will feature films. As a consequence, the paratextual images of bisexuality that are identified in 
this thesis are likely to have been encountered with greater frequency than the films they 
promote. The discrepancy between the number of people who encounter a film’s paratexts and 
those who go on to view the film highlights that the ideas expressed in the paratextual realm 
have the potential for ubiquity. It also highlights the fact that the ideas and images offered by 
paratexts cannot be contained or dismissed in relation to their main texts. This is significant 
because the images and meanings presented on the screen may take on new meaning when 
re-presented paratextually – whether intentionally or as a consequence of their re-
contextualisation. Thus, in addition to considering the paratext’s role as a constitutive part of the 
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film text, analysis of the ideas and images they offer independently contributes to an 
understanding of how paratexts “tell us about the media world around us, […] guide us between 
its structures [and] fill it with meaning” (Gray 1).   
 
Although little scholarly attention has been given to the specific ways that bisexual images are 
manifested in paratexts, research on queer representation suggests paratexts associated with 
general release films are likely to err on the side of conservatism by deemphasising the queer 
content of their films. Andre Cavalcante explains that “paratexts have the ability to neutralize 
and domesticate potential threats a narrative poses to a social or cultural status quo” (86). In 
terms of their promotional function, this quality is important because it means that paratexts can 
“highlight themes identified as attractive by marketers and promoters, and subvert those 
designated as culturally troubling” (Cavalcante 87). What is selected and made salient by 
paratexts, then, may be dictated by deference to hegemonic values. This may in turn perpetuate 
a cycle of what is or is not considered likely to be marketable to a broad audience. 
 
A contemporary example of paratextual domestication was documented in 2015, when the US 
release of Pride (Warchus 2014) on DVD was criticised for excluding any explicit gay and 
lesbian references from its packaging. The official webpage for Pride features a prominent 
image of queer protestors brandishing a banner that proclaims: “lesbians and gays support the 
miners”. The page’s synopsis also explains: “It’s the summer of 1984, Margaret Thatcher is in 
power and the National Union of Mineworkers is on strike, prompting a London-based group of 
gay and lesbian activists to raise money to support the strikers’ families.”  Yet despite the 
centrality of the London queer scene to the film’s plot, and official webpage, the synopsis on its 
DVD cover for release in the US omits all references to gay and lesbian activists. It also 
includes a digitally altered version of the website’s main image on its back cover with the gay 
70 
 
and lesbian banner removed (see figure 2.1).  
 
Interpreted as homophobic domestication, these omissions and the DVD’s packaging received 
extensive press coverage on LGBT and mainstream news sites, including Pink News (Duffy), 
BBC (“Gay Banner removed from Pride DVD cover in US”) and The Guardian (Child).   
Responding to criticism of the DVD’s packaging, Ben Roberts, the director of the BFI film fund, 
which helped to finance Pride, laments: 
I'm not surprised that the US distributors have taken a decision to sell more copies by watering 
Figure 2.1 Domestication of the US DVD release of Pride. The top image, with 
the gay and lesbian banner removed was used on the back cover of the film’s US 
DVD release. This comparison compiled by BBC also includes part of the DVD’s 
synopsis, which avoids making the film’s queer subject matter explicit and, 
instead, refers to “a group of London-based activists”. 
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down the gay content. I'm not defending it, it's wrong and outmoded, but I'm not surprised. It's an 
unfortunate commercial reality both here and in the US that distributors have to deal with and 
consider in getting films onto the shop shelf. LGBT material is largely marginalised outside of rare 
hits like Brokeback Mountain. (“Gay Banner removed from Pride DVD cover in US”) 
 
By contrast, the film’s director, Matthew Warchus, defended the US version of the DVD by 
explaining, “I don’t consider it a ‘Gay Film’ or a ‘Straight Film’. I’m not interested in those labels” 
(Warchus qtd. in Bond). In a telling observation, he adds that the film’s “very meaning and 
message is diminished the more ‘niche’ it becomes” (qtd. In Bond). The view that a film that 
references gay and lesbian individuals in its paratexts becomes a niche product reflects the idea 
that general releases are likely to exclude explicit references to queer sexualities from their 
marketing or official paratexts lest they alienate potential viewers. However, this can also be 
understood as symptomatic of the wider fact that few contemporary films attract a truly mass 
audience.  The increased number of exhibition outlets means that most works will have a limited 
audience. A film’s potential audience may be further limited if it targets a specific social group 
explicitly. For instance, a narrative that centres on a racial minority, queer people or even, often, 
on women, may struggle to maximise audience interest. Hence, paratextual domestication is 
relevant to many social subgroups, including but not limited to queer. 
 
Robert Allan Brookey and Robert Westerfelhaus identify another example of domestication in 
their analysis of the DVD release of Fight Club (Fincher 1999). They argue that “the 
supplemental material included on the DVD is used to make the product more marketable to 
mainstream audiences by framing the homoerotic elements of the film as homosocial behaviour” 
(22). Analysing the supplementary material on the DVD, as well as reviews and interviews with 
the cast, the pair conclude that Fight Club’s paratexts construct a “digital closet” (38), which 
fosters homosexual erasure, and thereby protects the film’s commercial appeal. These 
examples emphasise that the analysis of paratexts offers insights into what is and is not 
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deemed neutral or of wide appeal within a particular exhibition context.  
 
Claire King identifies an especially provocative case of domestication in Hellbent (Etheredge-
Ouzts 2004). King’s analysis of Hellbent, which “travelled largely on the GLBT [gay, lesbian, 
bisexual and transgender] festival circuit” and was “designated [as] a ‘queer’ film” (King 250), is 
significant because it demonstrates that “paratextual domestication” (Cavalcante 86) can also 
occur when films are screened in contexts that target queer audiences (King 17). This 
acknowledgement is particularly important to an examination of the ways bisexuality is 
represented paratextually, both within purportedly queer spaces and more traditionally 
heteronormative exhibition contexts. Whilst the marketing and discussion of Hellbent as queer 
seems at odds with the types of domestication discussed already, King explains that the film 
and its promotional materials [actually] demonstrate shared ambivalence toward queerness, 
undercutting the film’s subversive potential […] Hellbent and its extra-texts […] discipline queer 
reading strategies and advocate a version of homosexuality that complies with heteronormative 
expectations. (250) 
In particular, King observes that the film’s paratexts denounce a camp aesthetic, appeal to 
tradition (255), disavow “anything ‘too gay’” (256), and “stress mimesis and reliance upon static, 
fixed, and conventional(ized) identity markers” (258). In these ways, the film’s paratexts suggest 
hypocrisy by adopting the term queer whilst failing to enact queer politics. This disjuncture has 
two problematic consequences. Firstly, the film’s paratexts may contribute to misappropriation 
of the term queer in public discourse (King 250) by contributing to “an intertextual matrix that not 
only shapes readings of the film but also regulates queerness according to heteronormative 
directives” (254). The second problem is that the paratextual framing of Hellbent “discipline[s] 
queer reading strategies” (King 250). That is, the film’s paratexts function as frames that 
encourage the adoption of particular viewing positions. This example draws attention to the 
paratexts’ potential to shape viewer expectations and reading practices or, as King describes it, 
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the “rhetoricity of promotional texts, which don’t simply advertise films but may also advocate 
particular audience responses to and uses of them” (254). Images of bisexuality on screen are 
similarly at risk of being undermined by paratextual framings which can be seen to encourage 
monosexual readings, whilst also contributing to the wider invisibility of bisexuality off screen. 
 
Yet the relationship between bisexuality and entryway paratexts is more complex than the idea 
of domestication can encompass. At the same time that entryway paratexts must avoid 
alienating potential viewers, they must also entice audiences, striking a balance between 
acceptability and appeal. Therefore, fostering some sense of a middle ground from which 
various readings and desires can manifest is likely to be commercially lucrative. On these 
grounds, bisexual possibility and eroticism emerge as crucial facets of film marketing. This 
relationship between bisexuality and film marketing underpins Maria San Filippo’s argument that 
mainstream films are often promoted using “a mode of queer commodification that mobilizes 
bisexuality to appeal to a queer audience without threatening straight spectators” (B Word 22). 
Exploring the use of bisexual desire in promoting screen texts, she explains that: 
Bisexuality serves as a driving force in the production, marketing, and consumption of screen 
media and technology. Not just in queer cinema or on cable channels targeted at the “gay 
community,” but on network shows and in Hollywood movies playing at the local multiplex. The 
presence of bisexuality is not limited to bisexual characters and plot lines involving bisexual 
relationships; bisexuality is also a crucial component in the strategies and processes involved in 
selling and experiencing screen media. (4) 
Despite being hitherto “almost entirely unacknowledged and undiscussed” by media scholars, 
the persuasiveness of San Filippo’s contention that bisexuality is “a driving force” (4) in 
marketing becomes quickly apparent: the greater the desire and appeal generated by a film’s 
paratexts, the greater its box office return. As San Filippo explains, “strategic ambiguity is part 
and parcel of the way screen narratives have historically catered to a crossover viewership 
beyond their designated target demographic market” (B Word 19). Arguing that sexual 
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ambiguity is intricately connected to the concept of strategic ambiguity (B Word 19-20), San 
Filippo articulates the significance of bisexuality to film marketing. At the same time that 
paratexts might commonly neutralise queer images, then, they can also be understood as 
conducive to bisexual readings because of their reliance upon wide appeal and thus their 
objective to entice by suggesting various pleasures.  
 
This contention is supported by a number of advertising studies, which affirm the commercial 
significance that polysemy can play in marketing. Stefano Puntoni, Jonathon E. Schroader and 
Mark Ritson explain that advertising polysemy refers to “the existence of at least two distinct 
interpretations for the same advertising messages across audiences, or across time and 
situations” (52). In promotional terms, a text’s ability to draw multiple interpretations can be 
understood as a “strategic resource” (Puntoni, Schroeder and Ritson 51).  When a text makes 
purposeful use of polysemy to enhance its appeal, it enacts Leah Ceccarelli’s concept of 
strategic ambiguity: 
Unlike the resistive readings which are made by audiences and undergird rebellion against a 
dominant authorial interpretation, this form of polysemy is likely to be planned by the author and 
result in two or more otherwise conflicting groups of readers converging in praise of a text. (404) 
San Filippo posits that screen texts that make use of this strategy often rely upon the cultivation 
of bisexual possibilities. Yet, whether paratexts intentionally or strategically offer the potential for 
bisexual readings or not, they still provide opportunities for resistive readings or “an oppositional 
code” (Hall 138). Stuart Hall stresses “it is possible for a viewer perfectly to understand both the 
literal and the connotative inflection given by a discourse but to decode the message in a 
globally contrary way” (137-138). 
 
The aesthetic and formal properties of paratexts are likely to be marked by a degree of 
polysemy or openness that lends itself to both dominant and oppositional bisexual readings. 
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This is chiefly because a number of the qualities that characterise entryway paratexts are 
consistent with the narrative, aesthetic and formal conventions that best accommodate bisexual 
readings and representation. As seen in the previous chapter, these narrative conventions 
include avoidance of coupled resolution, undermining of progress and linearity and use of 
frequency and duration to communicate bisexual eroticism. These aesthetics have more 
commonly been characterised by bisexual theorists as aligned with art cinema.  For instance, 
Maria Pramaggiore, Beth Roberts, and Maria San Filippo each observe that bisexual 
representation is limited by numerous conventions of narrative cinema, and thus more readily 
represented by the conventions of art cinema narration. This association is informed partly by 
art cinema’s “sexual frankness” and associations with “cosmopolitanism” (San Filippo 
“Unthinking Heterocentrism” 76). However, it is also dependent upon the formal and aesthetic 
properties of art cinema: 
If dominant narrative traditions often seem guided by a need to resolve queerness or pin down its 
exact nature, then the fact that the art film’s aim is to resist narrative traditions may provide an 
opportunity for less monosexualized visions of sex and identity to emerge. (San Filippo 
“Unthinking” 87) 
Despite their divergent purposes, similarities can be drawn between the ways that art cinema 
narration and paratextual representation might invite bisexual readings. Just as “art cinema’s 
flexible meanings and open-ended resolutions alleviate the typical obligation for bisexuality to 
name itself through dialogue or prove itself through action” (San Filippo “Unthinking” 77), some 
official entryway paratexts offer comparable open-endedness and polysemy. This may be due to 
the official entryway paratext’s effort to avoid revealing important plot points, or perhaps a 
product of strategic ambiguity. But it can also be understood as a consequence of the aesthetic 
and narrative forms prevalent in the paratextual realm, including: a lack of resolution and 
emphasis on possibility; unique spatiotemporal conventions; and the potential for more 
ambiguous relationships amongst characters, and between characters and viewers. As will be 
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elaborated in Chapter three, film trailers provide the clearest examples of this as they tend to be 
marked by a lack of closure and use of montage that undermines linearity and renders 
relationships between characters unclear.  
 
Posters and program notes are more limited in their replication of a bisexual aesthetic that is 
inspired by art cinema. However, these paratexts have unique advantages in terms of bisexual 
representation. For instance, posters have the capacity to present images that are loaded with 
bisexual potential but devoid of duration. Without temporality, poster images can linger without 
disruption or resolution. Program notes also offer notable opportunity for bisexual visibility. As 
Chapter five will demonstrate, within the queer festival context there are opportunities, and 
incentives, to articulate bisexuality explicitly in discourse. Whilst posters and trailers, as well as 
films, may also be capable of this, the program guide for a queer film festival makes overt 
discussions of sexuality not only permissible but also anticipated. These unique representational 
practices and their impact will be discussed in greater detail throughout the analysis of paratexts 
that follows. This discussion will further assert that the three types of entryway paratexts 
analysed here offer unique ways of challenging monosexual reading practices and foster 
bisexual visibility in the paratextual realm, whether implicitly or explicitly.  
 
Hence, at the same time that a paratext might avoid representing explicit bisexuality, paratexts 
may be uniquely disposed to constructing bisexual meaning in subtle ways. They may even rely 
on it to broaden their erotic appeal amongst diverse audiences. To clarify this tension, a 
distinction can be made between explicit images of bisexuality and the more implicit bisexual 
potential that is theorised as commercially lucrative by San Filippo. In positing the importance of 
bisexual desire and appeal to marketing, San Filippo is not referring to images of bisexuals or 
bisexual behaviour per se. Instead, she concentrates on the fact that “appealing to variable 
spectatorial identifications, desires, and readings” will increase a film’s commercial prospects 
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(San Filippo B Word 19). Bisexual desire is a “crucial component” of selling films (San Filippo B 
Word 4) because its multivalency can be lucrative.  By contrast, outside pornography, the 
number of films marketed explicitly as containing bisexual characters is fairly low. San Filippo 
acknowledges this disjuncture, noting that a film’s marketing benefits from offering multiple 
queer readings “so long as representations of sexuality do not stray too radically from 
contemporaneous standards of mainstream acceptability” (B Word 19). She supports this 
observation with reference to the “preponderance of celibate gay male characters in Hollywood 
films long after the Production Code’s extinction” (B Word 19). When considering bisexual 
representations in paratexts, then, domestication may play a role within both the general release 
context and the MQFF setting. After all, bisexuality has been perceived as a threat to the status 
quo of both heteronormative and homonormative spaces. However, the bisexual appeal and 
readability which San Filippo identifies as crucial to marketing might also have unanticipated 
effects on the paratextual visibility of bisexuality. Because bisexual meaning can readily 
manifest in subtle and pervasive ways once monosexual logic has been disrupted, it may have 
an advantage in the paratextual realm that helps bisexuality to elude domestication. Whilst 
bisexual representation within paratexts is unlikely to be explicit or overt, this may in fact 
heighten its transgressive potential. Thus, in addition to presenting representational problems, 
bisexuality also poses representational advantages.  
 
Acknowledging the prominence of official entryway paratexts within our contemporary 
mediascape highlights a critical gap in cultural and screen studies. From the perspective of 
bisexual representational studies, this gap is particularly significant because bisexuality is at the 
centre of a number of tensions within the marketing of films. Whilst bisexual images might be 
culturally troubling and thus made less salient in the paratextual realm, paratexts also rely upon 
encouraging alternate readings. As San Filippo theorises, this capability relies upon the 
commodification of bisexual desire and appeal. When the centrality of bisexual desire to 
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marketing is considered alongside the unique representational qualities of paratexts and the 
pervasive ambiguity of bisexual representations, then the prospect of identifying bisexual 
images in the paratextual realm becomes more conceivable. Understanding how these ideas 
are manifested within paratexts will be developed by analysing specific examples.  
Framing on-screen bisexuality  
In addition to constructing independent meanings, entryway paratexts exercise narratological 
influence over the films they promote. By introducing, framing, shaping and contextualising 
audiences’ engagement with a film, entryway paratexts have the potential to either encourage or 
discourage particular readings. Because the decoding of on-screen bisexual identity relies 
heavily on the reading strategies and expectations a viewer brings to a film, such images may 
be more susceptible to the influence of paratextual framing. Gray’s assertion that paratexts are 
not only an integral component of the text but also play a “constitutive role in creating textuality” 
(Gray 7) is particularly significant when studying bisexual cinema. Of equal significance is his 
observation that “meaning cannot be adequately analysed” without acknowledgement of the 
ways that “each proliferation […] holds the potential to change the meaning of the text, even if 
only slightly […by] amplifying an aspect of the text […] or adding something new and different” 
(2). The analyses of Fight Club and Hellbent, discussed above, echo this idea. Exactly how this 
interplay transpires, though, remains somewhat unclear in paratextual theory. Whilst Gray 
claims that paratexts “change the nature of the text’s address” (2), for instance, he does so 
without fully clarifying how or why this might be the case.  
 
A clearer understanding of this interplay can be extrapolated from framing theory. The term 
“frame” is widely used both within and beyond academia, but Robert Entman notes the lack of 
clarity regarding its meaning in scholarship. Entman offers the following foundational definition: 
Framing essentially involves selection and salience. To frame is to select some aspects of a 
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perceived reality [or, in this context, a film] and make them more salient in a communicating text 
[such as a paratext], in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal 
interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for the item described […] An 
increase in salience enhances the probability that receivers will perceive the information, discern 
meaning and thus process it, and store it in a memory. (52-53) 
Although he focuses primarily on the role of framing in journalistic and political contexts, Entman 
theorises the concept in general terms that make it useful for a variety of disciplines and fields of 
investigation (51). A more specific account of framing within screen studies is presented in the 
anthology, Framing Borders in Literature and Other Media (2006). Theorising frames within the 
realm of the arts, Werner Wolf points out that traditionally “‘frame’ means quite different things, 
depending on the medium” (8). For instance, the visual arts include the literal wooden frames 
surrounding a painting. However, as Wolf demonstrates throughout his extensive introduction to 
the anthology, a consistent concept of frames that encompasses various literary and visual 
media can also be theorised.  
 
A fundamental aspect of Wolf’s theory is his distinction between frames and framing. Wolf writes 
that frames are “basic orientational aids that help us to navigate through our experiential 
universe, inform our cognitive activities and generally function as preconditions of interpretation” 
(5). By contrast, framing is an “activity and in particular a concrete coding of frames” (Wolf 7) - a 
process of accumulating and linking frames to a particular text. This distinction is crucial to the 
analysis of media texts, because it emphasises concrete manifestations of frames that can be 
recorded and examined. Wolf also differentiates between textual and contextual framings. 
Whereas textual framings “appear ‘inside’, that is, as parts of a work or ‘text’”, contextual 
framings “occur in the cultural space ‘outside’ the work in question” (Wolf 16). Contextual 
framings may belong to the same medium as the framed text and thus be described as 
“homomedial”, or they may belong to different media, in which case they are “heteromedial and 
form a plurimedial whole” (Wolf 18). Drawing on Wolf’s ideas, heteromedial contextual framings 
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can be seen to be particularly relevant to the representation of bisexuality across plurimedial 
wholes. Whilst Wolf does employ the term paratext, he works with a limited definition of the term 
as belonging to “the work but not to the text proper” (20). He recommends that analysis should 
focus primarily on “contextual framings with an ‘immediate relation to the framed’” so as not to 
“get lost in the potentially endless field of contextual discourses, documents or elements that 
may be identified as […] conditioning the reception of a given work” (17). Because this thesis 
focuses on the paratextual as a mode of framing and limits its scope to a select sample of 
official entryway paratexts, rather than contextual framings more generally, the texts examined 
here all bear an immediate relation to the framed.  
 
Wolf’s reflection on the temporal relationship between the framing and the framed is also 
valuable for the investigation of how entryway paratexts influence the reception of a text. In 
relation to temporal media, Wolf privileges framings “that appear in initial position” because “it is 
at the beginning of an intended reception process that important frames of reference are 
traditionally signalled and expectations are created” (22). Indeed, David Bordwell’s Narration in 
the Fiction Film places an emphasis on beginnings in narrative form that can be extended to 
contextual framings. Discussing the importance of temporal order in narrative films, Bordwell 
characterises “the initial portions of a text [as] crucial for the establishment of hypotheses”:8 
In our culture, the perceiver of a narrative film comes armed and active to the task. She or he 
takes as a central goal the carving out of an intelligible story. To do this, the perceiver applies 
narrative schemata which define narrative events and unify them by principles of causality, time, 
and space. Prototypical story components and the structural schema of the “canonical story” 
assist in this effort to organize the material presented. (Narration 38-39) 
When entryway paratexts function as framings for a film they play an influential role, contributing 
to the frames with which a viewer will come “armed”. Accordingly, what is selected and made 
                                               
8 It should be noted that Bordwell is not referring directly to paratexts or contextual framings here. Rather, 
he focuses primarily on textual framings – the initial frames and scenes of a film.  
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salient paratextually influences the frames of reference and expectations of a viewer. These, in 
turn, have an impact upon a viewer’s organisation and understanding of the material presented. 
 
The production of official entryway paratexts involves selecting and granting salience to 
particular aspects of a film. In promotional terms, this may involve the prominence of a popular 
director or star in the film’s marketing. However, it may also involve emphasising particular 
characters, themes, images or relationships, and omitting others. As the concept of paratextual 
domestication indicates, this can cause problems for bisexual representations. As the first 
images of the film that we encounter, entryway paratexts and what they omit or emphasise can 
shape the ways we understand a film because they establish expectations and narrative 
schemata. The impact that such framing may have upon bisexual representations is immense 
because of the ways that bisexuality is coded on screen and the difficulty some viewers may 
have to decode bisexuality if a monosexual reading is already assumed. Representing 
bisexuality poses challenges that are exacerbated by the prevalence of monosexist reading 
practices. The ways that bisexual images are framed may have a significant influence on the 
ways in which they are (or are not) understood. Nevertheless, whilst paratexts might be 
anticipated to privilege images consistent with monosexual logic and therefore constrain 
potential bisexual readings, paratexts are also commonly characterised by bisexual appeals and 
reading strategies.  
 
Not all films and their paratexts will interact in the same ways. Whilst the domestication involving 
Fight Club and Hellbent highlight the ways that domestication can limit interpretation and 
reception, the Pride example provides a point of difference. Although erasing references from 
the Pride DVD packaging hinders the paratextual visibility of queer people, it is unlikely to 
destabilise or disrupt the prominence of gay and lesbian individuals in the film itself. This is 
because the film represents gay and lesbian characters explicitly. However, in instances where 
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queer images and desires are presented in less explicit, more ambiguous ways on screen, the 
expectations a viewer brings to the film may influence their interpretation of the material. In 
these instances the potential of paratextual framing to influence readings is amplified. Bisexual 
representations are likely to fall into this category because they are often characterised by 
implicit meanings that depend on a degree of ambiguity. The same ambiguity and implicitness 
that may enable the proliferation of bisexual meanings in the paratextual realm may also render 
screen representations of bisexuality more susceptible to the influence of framing. A strong 
example for illustrating this point is Ang Lee’s film Brokeback Mountain (2005), which can be 
understood as progressive and undomesticated in the visibility that it offers gay men, but also as 
an example of bisexual domestication which encourages monosexual readings.   
 
Highlighting the representational power of paratexts to heighten visibility, Brokeback Mountain 
garnered a strong international reputation as “the gay cowboy movie”. This reputation extends 
beyond the number of people who have viewed, or ever will view the film and thus attests to the 
power of paratexts to permeate public consciousness. Whilst San Filippo correctly observes that 
a number of the film’s paratexts make its universality as a love story most prominent, thus 
domesticating its queer concerns (B Word 154), both the trailer and poster for the film brought 
significant visibility to same-sex desire and romance between men, despite the threat such 
images might pose to a heteronormative status quo. Prior to the release of Brokeback Mountain, 
a number of news outlets in the United States questioned how viable a film about two gay 
cowboys would be in the climate of 2006, only one year after “13 states passed laws to ban 
same-sex marriages” (Cooper and Pease 250). Yet, despite predictions that the film would be a 
financial failure, Brokeback Mountain became a cultural phenomenon, to such an extent that 
“the term ‘Brokeback’ soon entered pop culture’s lexicon” (Cooper and Pease 251). Bryant 
argues that in addition to having “a profound effect on the media […Brokeback Mountain] seems 
to be moderating some political attitudes around the country as well” (“Brokeback Media” 132). 
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Whilst Bryant seems to refer to the film itself, this effect was in large part a product of the film’s 
paratexts and the public interest they generated rather than a consequence of the film alone. 
Less convinced of the film’s or paratext’s effect, Brenda Cooper and Edward Pease caution 
against interpreting the success of Brokeback Mountain as synonymous with political change. 
They explain that “pop culture prominence doesn’t necessarily denote true societal acceptance” 
(262). By extension, paratextual representation, too, does not necessarily equate to social 
change. Nevertheless, cultural dynamics can be traced and understood by analysing the ways 
in which some paratexts domesticate or oversimplify the content of the films they promote, 
despite research that suggests polysemy might offer commercial benefits.  
 
In many ways the framing of Brokeback Mountain simplifies its exploration of queer desire in 
favour of a less complicated account of homosexuality. Despite its strong reputation as the “gay 
cowboy” film, numerous analysts and commentators suggest that Brokeback Mountain may, in 
fact, be better described as a tale of two “bi shepherds” (Brod 252). Although the film focuses 
largely on the love affair of Jack Twist and Ennis del Mar, both men demonstrate bisexual 
desires throughout the film. Ennis, played by Heath Ledger, provides a particularly interesting 
example of ambiguous on-screen sexuality. His desires for both Jack and his wife Alma are 
characterised by close-ups of intradiegetic gazes that suggest sincerity. San Filippo notes 
similar ambiguity within the film, observing that it presents “an indeterminate assignment of 
sexual identity to both male leads, reminding us of sexuality’s complexities” (B Word 154). Yet, 
as Harry Brod argues, much of the film’s reception reflects a “heterosexist” or, perhaps more 
precisely, a monosexist logic of “either/or” (252-253). This is significant because the film’s 
dominant framing as a gay love story comes at the cost of establishing its more ambiguously 
queer or bisexual potential. An example of this dominant framing can be observed in the film’s 
promotional poster (see figure 2.2), which makes the romantic relationship between Ennis and 
Jack salient. The poster’s striking resemblance to the poster for Titanic emphasises its romantic 
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impact (San Filippo B Word 163-64).  
 
This prominence of the homosexual romance renders the more distinctly bisexual facets of the 
film less salient. As a consequence, the bisexual potential of the film was not granted strong 
representation or visibility in the mainstream press or marketing that surrounded its release – 
thus contributing to the invisibility of bisexuals generally. More explicitly, the film’s framing as a 
gay love story may also be understood to hinder or interrupt a viewer’s decoding of the film’s 
potential bisexuality. Despite the fact that Ennis and Jack are imbued with complex, nuanced 
forms of desire, which are coded in a way open to multiple interpretations, if a viewer 
approaches the film with the expectation that the men are gay, then other prospective readings 
are less likely. Whilst framings that emphasise heterosexuality might also disrupt bisexual 
readings, the saliency of homosexuality may obstruct a bisexual reading more readily because 
same-sex eroticism is more likely to be “sensationalized and/or hypersexualized” in ways that 
encourage “gay or lesbian (rather than bisexual) readings” (San Filippo  “Unthinking 
Heterocentrism” 80).  
 
Figure 2.2 Tragic romances. The posters for Titanic and 
Brokeback Mountain. 
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As the examples of Brokeback Mountain, and to a lesser extent Hellbent, indicate, paratextual 
domestication can discourage queer readings of a text by framing it in a normative way. This 
normativity has the potential to be manifested in both heteronormative and homonormative 
ways. Hence domestication is not solely the purview of major commercial releases or 
traditionally heteronormative spaces. Whilst it may be presumed that bisexual images would be 
more readily framed and made salient in the marketing of queer cinema, this is not necessarily 
the case. In fact, Chapters five and six show that queer film festivals may be even more 
invested in maintaining monosexual reading practices, due to their historical ambivalence 
towards showing other-sex attraction and their investment in identity politics and coming-out 
stories. By contrast, the films associated with the general release circuit may commodify 
bisexuality to enable bisexual readings that maximise potential and thus broaden a text’s appeal 
(San Filippo B Word 21).  
 
In conclusion, the connections between bisexuality and entryway paratexts are both compelling 
and complex. Because of their ambiguity, films with bisexual images may be more susceptible 
to paratextual framing. Thus analysing paratexts has the potential to contribute to knowledge of 
the ways that bisexuality is rendered visible on screen. Yet paratexts are also worth studying as 
discrete texts because of their visibility and prominence in contemporary screen culture and 
their ability to reflect cultural dynamics and representational politics. Furthermore, the aesthetics 
and formal properties of many entryway paratexts have potential to offer innovative ways of 
representing bisexuality. Turning attention to the ways that paratexts negotiate bisexuality on 
the general release circuit and within the MQFF, the extent to which bisexual meanings emerge 
within paratexts and the ways that this transpires will be explored in the following chapters.   
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CHAPTER THREE: PARATEXTUAL 
BISEXUALITY ON THE GENERAL RELEASE 
CIRCUIT 
To explore bisexuality in the paratexts that accompany general release films, this chapter 
focuses on films exhibited on the Melbourne theatrical release circuit in 2012 and 2013 that 
received a bisexual reception. The analysis provides insights into the myriad ways that 
bisexuality manifests in the paratextual realm, as well as the potential for these manifestations 
to function as framings and inform a film’s reception. The films identified and analysed are 
diverse in terms of their target audiences, budgets and box office takings. They are also varied 
in the ways that they represent bisexuality on screen and in their paratexts. These differences 
attest to the multiplicity of the general release circuit and its potential for exploring queer 
desire(s). Analysing the films’ posters and trailers as distinct texts in their own right, this chapter 
gauges the paratextual visibility of bisexuality on the general release circuit both by focusing on 
the ways that posters and trailers produce bisexual meaning and considering how and why 
bisexual potential may be disrupted in the paratextual realm. 
Identifying the sample 
The films examined in this chapter each had a general release in Australian cinemas. In this 
thesis, general release is used to refer to films screened theatrically with more than twenty 
prints on their opening day. Whereas a film with fewer than twenty prints on its opening day is 
said to have a limited release, the films in this chapter belong to one of the following categories 
identified by Screen Australia: speciality (20-99 prints), mainstream (100-199 prints), wide (200-
399 prints) or blockbuster (400+ prints). Examples from each sub-category are examined below 
in order to reflect the broad spectrum of films that may attract bisexual reception on the general 
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release circuit. Omitting limited releases also maintains a focus on films that have the symbolic 
significance and visibility of being exhibited on cinema screens around the country. A general 
release indicates the perceived commercial viability of each film, which has secured its 
distribution in cinemas. It also means that each film has been widely promoted by its paratexts. 
Although the larger print and advertising budgets of blockbuster and wide-release films may 
guarantee their paratexts greater circulation and visibility, even the films with smaller budgets 
that are screened in this exhibition context are marked by a significant level of paratextual 
visibility – a characteristic which distinguishes these films from those analysed in Chapters five 
and six.   
 
From the 845 films that had a theatrical release in Australia in 2012 and 2013, those that 
demonstrated bisexual receptions were identified using the following process. Web searches 
were conducted for each film using bisexual keywords: bisexual(s), bi, bi-sexual(s), bisexuality, 
and bi-sexuality. Films were omitted from the sample if they presented no bisexual findings, or if 
they presented results which focussed on the known or speculated bisexuality of one of the 
film’s stars, with only fleeting reference to the film itself; discussed the ways a film downplays or 
overlooks the bisexuality of its source text; offered very few or vague bisexual references; 
presented general LGBT connections but a lack of bisexual specificity; or dismissed bisexuality. 
From this process fourteen films with clear evidence of bisexual reception were identified. Two 
of these films were omitted because they had only limited releases,9 resulting in a final sample 
of twelve films (in order of Australian release): The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo (Fincher, 2012), 
Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy (Alfredson, 2012), Magic Mike (Soderbergh, 2012), Your Sister’s Sister 
(Shelton, 2012), On the Road (Salles, 2012), To Rome with Love (Allen, 2012), Cloud Atlas 
(Wachowskis and Tykwer, 2013), Side Effects (Soderbergh, 2013), The Hangover Part III 
                                               
9 Kill Your Darlings (Krokidas, 2013) and Stranger By the Lake (Guiraudie, 2013) 
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(Phillips, 2013), Behind the Candelabra (Soderbergh, 2013), I’m So Excited!  (Almodóvar, 2013) 
and The Counselor (Scott, 2013). Appendix 1 provides an overview of the characters identified 
as bisexual in these films, as well as examples of identity attribution that were collected 
throughout the text selection process.  
 
The diversity of the films identified through this process is indicated by the following overview of 
their production, distribution, and box office earnings (see table 3.1). The data presented on the 
following page were collected from the Motion Picture Distributors Association of Australia 
(MPDAA) except where stated otherwise. The range in production budgets, box office takings 
and opening day prints presented in this table is significant because it disrupts the notion that 
alternative sexualities are primarily associated with niche, art house or independent productions. 
Whilst six of the films were given specialty releases, the remaining six hold mainstream, wide or 
blockbuster release status. The blockbuster film The Hangover Part III, to be discussed in the 
following chapter, is the clearest example of this.  Financially, however, Magic Mike is the most 
successful film. It is the only release on the list with an Australian gross that exceeds its 
production cost. Steven Soderbergh’s low-budget hit, Magic Mike, went on to gross USD 
167,221,571 globally (boxofficemojo.com), making it one of the most profitable films of all time 
based on return of investment (“Movie Budget and Financial Performance Records”). At the 
other end of the financial spectrum, Cloud Atlas, a big-budget independent production, was a 
financial disappointment, grossing just USD 130,482,868 globally (boxofficemojo.com). Whilst 
all of these films were exhibited on the theatrical release circuit, their various budgets, 
distributors, production companies, and release patterns attest to the multiplicity of this 
exhibition context. 
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Table 3.1 The general release sample 
Title Country of 
origin 
Estimated Budget  Distributor Rating Opening 
prints 
Release 
pattern 
Australian 
Box Office 
The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo  USA USD 90 millionꜞ Sony MA15+ 252 Wide $8,683,222 
Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy 
 
FRANCE, UK GBP 20,000,000* Universal Pictures MA15+ 144 Mainstream $6,657,300 
Magic Mike 
 
USA USD 7 millionꜞ Roadshow MA15+ 332 Wide $12,573,778 
Your Sister's Sister 
 
USA USD 125,000* Madman M 20 Specialty $453,089 
On the Road 
 
FRANCE, UK USD 25,000,000* Icon MA15+ 29 Specialty $322,248 
To Rome with Love USA, ITALY EUR 17,000,000* Entertainment One 
 
M 83 Specialty  $1,720,719 
Cloud Atlas 
 
USA USD 102,000,000* Warner Bros. MA15+ 66 Specialty $1,302,008 
Side Effects 
 
USA USD 30,000,000* Roadshow MA15+ 177 Mainstream $2,425,294 
The Hangover Part III 
 
USA USD 103 millionꜞ Warner Bros. MA15+ 496 Blockbuster $21,007,382 
Behind the Candelabra 
 
USA Unavailable Roadshow M 103 Mainstream $2,831,951 
I'm So Excited 
 
SPAIN EUR 5,000,000* Paramount MA15+ 20 Specialty $212,996 
The Counselor 
 
USA, UK USD 25 millionꜞ Fox MA15+ 240 Wide $3,134,166 
 
ꜞObtained from boxofficemojo.com    *Obtained from imdb.com 
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The divergent target audiences of the films further cement this multiplicity. Whereas The 
Hangover Part III and Magic Mike were targeted at a mass, populist audience, for instance, films 
such as Cloud Atlas and Behind the Candelabra targeted niche audiences. Similar variance in 
production companies and subject matter highlights that films with bisexual receptions are not of 
one consistent type. While the sample is comprised of films that vary greatly from one another, 
however, they have all been selected because of one commonality: they have each drawn some 
form of bisexual reception.   
 
As noted earlier, using films that have attracted a bisexual reception as a starting point for 
analysis is not common in bisexual cinema scholarship. Therefore, these films not only create a 
strong foundation for analysis of paratexts but also some indication of the types of films and 
images of bisexuality that are identified and described by viewers and reviewers. As a result, 
analysing these films can provide insights into how bisexuality is effectively coded. In a number 
of ways the films reinforce stereotypes associated with bisexual representations. For instance, 
to varying degrees the characters of Leslie Chow in The Hangover Part III, Malkina in The 
Counselor, Emily in Side Effects, Dean Moriarty in On the Road, Hannah in Your Sister’s Sister 
and Bill Haydon in Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy all adhere to the stereotyping of bisexuals as 
dangerous, manipulative and unscrupulous. The alignment of these qualities with the 
character’s bisexuality is evident in the ways they are described in reviews. For example, Chow 
is described as “a bisexual drug-loving natural born criminal” (Byrnes), Dean Moriarty is a 
“selfish bisexual” (McCartney) and Side Effects features “at least one evil bisexual” (Miraudo). 
Many of the characters are also hypersexualised, such as Chow, Malkina, Monica of To Rome 
with Love, and Joanna of Magic Mike. Once again, this characterisation is apparent both on 
screen and in reviews. Whilst Joanna is described as “a bisexual hottie” (Myers), Monica is 
referred to as “highly sexual [and] bi-curious” (Buchanan). 
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The importance of a film’s narrative resolution to bisexual readings is also reflected. Many of the 
films place emphasis on their bisexual characters’ single status at the plot’s conclusion. A clear 
example can be identified in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo. When Lisbeth Salander arrives at 
Mikael Blomkvist’s apartment near the film’s conclusion to present him with a gift, a token of her 
ongoing attraction to him, she discovers that he has re-commenced his affair with Erika. 
Salander’s pain and sense of betrayal is palpable as she tosses the gift in a bin and rides away 
on her motorcycle at high speed. This sequence leaves viewers with a distinct image of the 
protagonist remaining single as she speeds off into the night, clad in leather. Bisexual 
characters in the sample who are not single at the film’s conclusion also disrupt the happy, 
coupled resolution in varying ways. For instance, the character of Joanna in Magic Mike is 
engaged, but the infidelity on which her relationship is based is presented as unsustainable. In 
Cloud Atlas, Frobisher’s suicide cuts his love affair with Sixsmith short.  Presumably, Chow is 
still married at the conclusion of The Hangover Part III, but his ongoing nonmonogamy can be 
seen to explicitly destabilise any conception of his sexuality as static or resolved. 
 
However, analysing these films also highlights that the coding and decoding of bisexuality is 
more complex than existing scholarship recognises. Reflecting on the fact that bisexual 
behaviour and desire on screen often go unacknowledged by audiences and reviewers, Beth 
Roberts suggests that: 
To signify that a character is neither straight nor gay, the construction of a film narrative entails 
the coincidence or coexisting of hetero- and homosexual events. Typically we are shown (bi) 
characters oscillating between, or partaking in, same- and other-sex attractions, particularly in 
narratives where plot and/or story unfold in chronological order and/or within a homogeneous 
setting. Either strategy ensures that one sexual event is not perceived as more authentic or less 
definitive than the other, in that both are visualized in an equitable way. (Neither Fish 152)  
She argues that this sense of balance is crucial because “the portrayal of bisexuality in films 
depends not only on the arrangement of sexual events (i.e. whether they coincide vs. coexist), 
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but also on their duration and frequency. That is, their relevance is weighted according to how 
long and how often they are shown” (74). Yet none of the films here adhere to such a strategy. 
In fact, a number of the films completely forego “showing”.  
 
The films Your Sister’s Sister, To Rome with Love and Behind the Candelabra do not code 
bisexuality by depicting a character partaking in heterosexual and homosexual acts. Instead, 
they introduce a character’s bisexuality via dialogue. In the case of Your Sister’s Sister and To 
Rome with Love, these discussions reference dual or fluid desires experienced by a particular 
character without deference to the word bisexual itself. By contrast, in Behind the Candelabra, 
Scott openly declares, “I’m bisexual”, despite the hostility it draws from his partner, Liberace, 
who jeers: “Well which half likes women? I haven’t met that half yet”. None of the other films in 
the sample include the word bisexual in their dialogue, which suggests the adoption of the term 
in responses to the films is symptomatic of other bisexual coding or cues within the texts. Even 
those films that do present or imply bisexual behaviour, by including a character engaged in 
same- and other-sex encounters, diverge from the strategy outlined by Roberts. In contrast to 
the argument that these encounters must be shown with consistent frequency and duration in 
order to be decoded bisexually, their extent and prominence varies notably from film to film. 
Rather than presenting oscillation between gendered individuals in a chronological order or 
homogenous setting, most of the examples situate the bisexual character in a relationship that 
takes prominence, while incorporating more limited depictions or suggestions of other sexual 
encounters. For instance, the character of Frobisher in Cloud Atlas has a developed and 
romantic relationship with Sixsmith, but a very limited, sexual relationship with Jocasta. Whilst 
films intending to explore bisexuality may be better served by adherence to the code Roberts 
articulates, this sample demonstrates that the decoding of bisexuality is less easy to summarise 
than previously theorised. The construction of bisexual meaning can be examined further by 
giving greater attention to the ways meaning is shaped and established off screen. 
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Posters  
In analysing the ways the posters for the fourteen general release films  (see figure 3.1 and 
appendix two) offer insights into bisexual visibility, this section focuses on three primary issues. 
The first issue addressed is how posters may encourage and enable bisexual readings, or 
Figure 3.1 Official Australian film posters. For full-page images of the posters analysed in this 
chapter see appendix two. 
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represent bisexual possibility. Secondly, the ways that posters can function as bisexual displays 
or invite bisexual gazes is theorised. Lastly, this section concludes with a focus on how (and 
why) some posters might prohibit either of these aforementioned possibilities, despite their 
capacity to maximise appeal.    
 
Still images, fluid possibility: the poster as bisexual representation 
In many ways, the static two-dimensional imagery of posters is at odds with the inherent 
temporality of audio-visual bisexual representation. As a consequence, posters that 
communicate bisexual potential must do so within a constrained sense of time, without temporal 
order or duration. Whilst this may at first seem like a significant challenge to bisexual 
representation, it has unique significance because the still image can offer a lasting temporality 
that preserves a moment without interruption. As a consequence, images that are evocative of 
bisexuality may possess stronger bisexual potential within a non-temporal medium, because 
they can exist without the expectation of transition, progress, development or resolution. This 
gives viewers the chance to take in and speculate upon the relationships and desires between 
the characters presented without interruption or the determination of a conclusion. The extent to 
which this reflection is facilitated will depend upon a poster’s composition. For instance, bisexual 
readings are largely reliant upon the characters presented on a poster and their relationships to 
and differentiation from one another. 
 
Those posters that feature three characters differentiated by gender are likely to lend 
themselves most obviously to bisexual readings because, to borrow Clare Hemmings’ turn of 
phrase, they feature “the component parts for bisexual behaviour” (Bisexual Spaces 134).   The 
posters for On the Road and Your Sister’s Sister both fit this paradigm. Significantly, these two 
films are also amongst the most orthodox of the sample in their thematisation of bisexuality. 
Each film contains at least one bisexual character who becomes entwined with or poses a 
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complication to a heterosexual couple. For instance, in Your Sister’s Sister Iris learns that her 
best friend Jack, with whom she is besotted, has slept with her bisexual sister Hannah. By 
contrast, On the Road presents Sal being drawn into the complicated life of Dean Moriarty and 
his wife, Marylou. Each film’s central, triangulated relationship is granted saliency in the 
composition of its respective poster.   
 
The poster for On the Road positions Dean, Sal and Marylou in a montage, bound clearly within 
a rectangle, overlaying the larger image of a car on an open desert road. Although this inset 
tableau of faces is relatively small, it is given salience by being positioned above the film’s title 
and an image of tall, thin cacti, which serve as vectors. Whilst the softly blended montage of 
close ups unites Dean, Sal and Marylou as the film’s lead characters, it also suggests their 
relationships to one another. The rectangle that frames the characters’ faces, underscored by 
the car below, is suggestive of a rear vision mirror. At the left of the image Dean’s profile gazes 
to the right, his hand grasping the steering wheel before him. To the right of Dean is a shot of 
Sal, staring wistfully in the direction of, but not directly at the viewer. On the far right, Marylou, 
also in profile, gazes to the left with lowered sunglasses. Dean and Marylou appear to be 
occupying the front seat of a car, mid-motion in turning to look at the back seat, their bodies and 
gazes framing Sal. Spatially, Sal is out of place in the image, as emphasised by his dark-clad, 
forward-facing body. This disruption of space may suggest the wider disruption that he, as the 
central protagonist, poses to Dean and Marylou, the peripheral characters. Although the image 
is not overtly sexual, the faded montage style and intradiegetic gazes imply potential desires 
between these characters, reflecting a triadic, bisexual paradigm.  
 
The poster for Your Sister’s Sister offers a similarly triadic image and a number of the central 
image’s details contribute to its coding of bisexual desire. Whilst the positioning of Jack and Iris 
in close proximity suggests physical and emotional familiarity, both characters also gaze at 
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Hannah. Jack’s gaze is particularly intent and its significance is amplified by the parallelism 
between his and Iris’ clothing and body language. Dressed in matching flannelette shirts, their 
body language and posture almost mirror one another, as they clasp their drinking glasses and 
rest their hands across their bodies. Iris’ distinct body language, clothing and unclasped glass 
sitting before her further emphasise the likeness between Jack and Hannah. Thus, at the same 
time that the poster suggests a union or established relationship between Iris and Jack, it also 
alludes to more dynamic desires between all three characters. This comes from the implied 
triangular relationship. A heteronormative reading of the poster might suggest that Hannah and 
Iris both seek Jack’s affections, or that Jack is drawn to Hannah despite his relationship with 
Iris. For theorists like Garber, this reading might still be suggestive of bisexuality, in that even 
rivalry itself in a triangle can be understood as being “animated by sexual desire” (483). 
However, a bisexual reading of the poster need not be this abstract. Iris’ positioning between 
Jack and Hannah places her at the centre of the triadic relationship. Although she demonstrates 
intimacy with Jack, she gazes at Hannah, who happens to be a visual double of Jack. Hannah’s 
similarities to Jack, including her flannelette shirt, mark her with an androgyny, or masculinity, 
which can be understood as having queer connotations. Thus, rather than offering only one 
meaning as a triangle with a man at its centre, the poster for Your Sister’s Sister positions Iris as 
the central bisexual figure, torn between Hannah and Jack.  
 
A bisexual reading of the poster is supported by its layout, the looks exchanged between the 
characters, their body language, proximity to one another and costumes. However, this reading 
diverges markedly from the content and plot of the film itself. Although the poster can be read as 
suggesting bisexual desires between Jack, Hannah and Iris, such a reading of the film itself is 
disrupted by the taboo of incest, as Iris and Hannah are sisters. The film depicts Hannah as a 
same-sex-attracted character who engages in a sexual relationship with Mark, the best friend 
and future romantic partner of her sister, Iris. As a discrete text, then, the poster can be seen to 
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encourage a taboo reading that is profoundly against the larger or wider social order. In 
isolation, the poster for Your Sister’s Sister facilitates bisexual visibility and potential in the 
paratextual realm, by granting a triangulated relationship salience. In its interplay with the film, 
the poster enables a potential multiplicity of alternative readings.  
 
Although the poster for I’m So Excited does not feature a triad, its playfully androgynous and 
orgiastic imagery make it conducive to a bisexual reading in distinct ways. In contrast to the 
posters for the other films, the poster for I’m So Excited! features an abstract graphic style 
rather than a photographic aesthetic. As a consequence, the figures that are presented on the 
poster are minimally detailed, largely androgynous silhouettes. The presentation of at least five 
of these figures in what seem to be intimate or sexual proximity to one another produces 
ungendered, or androgynous, sexual spectacles. The poster’s imagery is more broadly 
suggestive of polymorphous perversity in that these ungendered scenes of intimacy take place 
on the wings of a plane, while another figure can be seen on the plane’s tail and a trio of figures 
drink convivially on the tarmac. The poster is able to present queer imagery more explicitly than 
the other posters shown here because its graphic style renders it less threatening or alienating. 
The poster’s more explicit presentation of explicitly queer content may also be due to its status 
as a specialty release, and its association with established queer auteur Pedro Almodóvar. This 
association is itself significant because it attests to the fact that queer content can prosper on 
the general release circuit both on and off screen, even in instances where it celebrates its 
queerness as opposed to domesticating its imagery in a homonormative or heteronormative 
way. 
 
The posters that feature more than three gender-differentiated figures do not demonstrate the 
same bisexual symbolism associated with either the triadic imagery of the On the Road or Your 
Sister’s Sister posters or the orgiastic spectacle of the I’m So Excited poster. However, they can 
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encourage bisexual readings by suggesting the possibility of bisexual desire between 
characters. The strongest example is the poster for Side Effects. The composition of this poster 
is largely comprised of four tight close-ups of the film’s central characters: Dr Banks, Dr. Siebert, 
Martin and Emily. Because its visual composition avoids coupling the characters, their 
relationships to one another remain ambiguous. Yet subtle components of the poster’s design 
hint at the nature of the relationships between these figures, which may be read as implicitly 
bisexual. Each character’s face occupies a clearly defined quadrant of the poster. The subtle, 
yet noticeably different shades of each shot’s background serve to establish clear boundaries 
between them. The large red cross at the poster’s centre further emphasises this sense of 
limits. However, the ordered and regimented layout is destabilised by the suggestive gazes 
between characters, gazes that breach these imposed boundaries and can thus be interpreted 
as transgressive. In the lower right corner, for instance, Emily gazes upwards, her head slightly 
downcast. This image alone might communicate either subservience or complexity. Juxtaposed 
with the images surrounding it, her gaze becomes imbued with greater consequence. The 
poster creates uncertainty as to whether Emily is merely averting Martin’s gaze or looking 
upwards. If she is looking upwards then it remains unclear whether she is gazing at Dr. Banks 
or Dr. Siebert. Fostered by this ambiguity, a bisexual reading can deduce that Emily gazes at 
both, whilst also averting Martin’s gaze. Read in this way, her expression takes on a coquettish 
quality, her large brown eyes kittenish. The potential existence of erotic relationships between 
the characters in the poster is also encouraged by Martin’s intense gaze and pout as he looks 
toward Emily. This in turn may characterise her averted gaze as an instance of misplaced desire 
which she directs away from him. Whilst a reading of the erotic potential of the ambiguous 
relationships depicted on this poster relies on connotation, the poster does not explicitly 
discourage it. Hence the Side Effects poster highlights the ways that the viewer may revel in 
implicit bisexuality. The kind of interruption that a temporal film narrative might create need not 
be contended with whilst reading a poster.  
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To a lesser extent the poster for The Counselor also enables a bisexual reading. However, in 
contrast with the previous examples it also exemplifies some of the ways that posters can limit 
or disrupt bisexual readings. The relationships between the poster’s five characters are both 
unclear and marked by erotic potential. The indistinctness that characterises the characters’ 
relationships stems largely from their positioning. For example, Malkina and Counselor have 
prominence in the poster’s foreground. Their proximity and dark clothing establish a connection 
between the two. However, the nature of this connection is unclear; it may be marked by rivalry 
or desire, or both, because Malkina’s expression is simultaneously sultry and evocative of 
power and danger. Perhaps further complicating the poster’s possible readings, Malkina’s body 
and shoulders function as a vector that guides the eye to Laura. Laura’s position between 
Malkina and Counselor reflects the triangulated relationship between these characters in the 
film. Yet as a discrete text, this triangulation is less likely to be acknowledged than the trio that 
occupies the poster’s background. Despite the possibility of reading Laura in a triangulated 
relationship with Malkina and Counselor, Laura, Westray and Reiner can also be read as an 
alternate triad. Whilst these characters do form a triad they occupy such a minimal portion of the 
poster that they are unlikely to draw as much consideration as the figures in the foreground. In 
terms of bisexual representation, then, the poster is less productive of bisexual meaning than 
the other examples considered in this section. As will be seen, this is also a product, in large 
part, of the poster’s implied viewer and dichotomising of gender roles. 
 
Nevertheless, as the examples above demonstrate, the uninterrupted temporality and inherent 
polysemy of the poster form can help foster potential bisexual meanings. These qualities 
facilitate resistance to conventions that are prevalent in narrative cinema, such as resolution 
and progress. As the posters examined highlight, instances where a poster depicts three or 
more gender-differentiated characters in ways that leave the characters’ relationships 
ambiguous enable bisexual readings. Thus a large number of posters have the potential to be 
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read as bisexual in their polysemy, irrespective of the politics and subject matter of the film 
itself. However, the examples in this section also suggest that whilst bisexual possibility may be 
pervasive, it is unlikely to dramatically shift or improve bisexual visibility because the images it 
offers are marked heavily by ambiguity.  
 
Posterbi: bisexual displays and queer pleasures 
Hemmings observes that “bisexual meaning […] may be understood to derive from the location 
of the viewers, rather than the viewed” (Bisexual Spaces 136). This section turns attention to the 
viewer by exploring the ways that posters can function as bisexual displays and invite a bisexual 
spectatorial position. Considering the ways that the posters might facilitate bisexual pleasures 
and ways of looking provides insight into how bisexual meanings may be dependent upon the 
looks that an image invites.  
 
The concept of the bisexual display is introduced by Hemmings in her discussion of bisexual 
representation and triadic imagery. She explains that in addition to suggesting bisexual desire 
between figures, “these representations may be attempts to produce a bisexual display or 
commodity to be devoured by the bisexual gaze” (Hemmings Bisexual Spaces 136). Film 
posters present an opportunity for considering this idea because they offer viewers an 
uninterrupted opportunity to gaze upon figures who are arranged in ways designed to capture 
attention and offer visual pleasure. The idea of a bisexual spectatorial position overlaps with the 
concept of the bisexual display, but is also distinct in a number of ways. Maria Pramaggiore 
explains that when films invite bisexual readings by depicting “fluid eroticisms and 
nonheterosexual desires”, they may also “construct a ‘fence-sitting’ spectator” (“Straddling” 
274).  In contrast with many other discussions of bisexual spectatorship, which “rely almost 
exclusively upon the notion of identification ‘across’ gender”, Pramaggiore argues that: 
Reading a film bisexually has less to do with aligning one’s identity with a particular character (on 
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the basis of male/female sex distinctions or on the basis of activity/passivity) and has more to do 
with the spectatorial difficulty of clearly distinguishing between wanting to ‘be’ a character 
(Mulvey’s ego-ideal) and wanting to ‘have’ a character (scopophilic, fetishistic, erotic possession 
through the gaze). (“Straddling” 282) 
Thus films and posters that encourage a blurring between the viewer’s identification with and 
desire for a character can be theorised as encouraging or inviting a bisexual spectator. This 
extends to all viewers and “need not be limited to spectators who identify as bisexual persons” 
(Pramaggiore “Straddling” 275). Analysing the ways that posters offer visual pleasure for 
bisexual viewers and can encourage bisexual spectatorship reveals potential to both reflect and 
destabilise normative conceptions of gender and spectatorship.  
 
The posters discussed above also offer or serve as bisexual displays. Each presents attractive 
stars for the viewer to appreciate. The one exception is the poster for I’m So Excited! because 
of its abstract design. Whilst this aesthetic increases the suggestion of bisexual relationality 
between its figures, it also disrupts bisexual viewing pleasure because its nonrepresentational 
figures are unlikely to invite desire on the viewer’s behalf. By contrast, the posters for On the 
Road, Your Sister’s Sister, and Side Effects all offer bisexual displays.  The poster for Cloud 
Atlas presents gender-differentiated figures but it differs from these other examples in its 
absence of erotic potential. Although the component elements for a bisexual display are 
present, the display offered does not activate desire.  The poster capitalises upon the film’s star 
appeal by featuring Tom Hanks and Halle Berry as the focal points of its main collage. This can 
be understood to suggest a heterosexual relationship. However, in its inclusion of the other 
characters, the poster avoids emphasising romance or desire.  None of the characters gaze at 
one another, or the viewer. Instead, they all look longingly outwards. Thus despite the 
prominence of love to the film’s narrative, the poster does not suggest romantic or sexual 
connections between its figures. This means that the poster is very open in terms of the 
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relationships that exist between its characters, but it also means that it lacks erotic possibilities. 
Whilst this poster’s overlaying and uniting of variously gendered bodies in a collage style can be 
read to suggest a theme of fluid and shifting identities or a more general disruption of 
conventional boundaries, as a discrete text it does not provide clear instances of bisexual 
meaning.  
 
The poster for The Counselor is much more erotically charged than the poster for Cloud Atlas. 
Yet the ways that the poster’s erotic potential is conveyed in binary gender terms highlight its 
incommensurability with Pramaggiore’s theory of bisexual spectatorship. As opposed to the 
examples above, the poster for The Counselor can be described as more conventional in its 
characterisation of gender difference and the viewing position that it encourages. In many of the 
examples discussed above, visual parallels can be drawn between the presentation of male and 
Figure 3.2 Coding gender. These cropped images highlight some of the parallels that can be 
drawn between men and women on a number of the posters.  
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female characters (see figure 3.2). Whilst similarities can also be drawn between Malkina and 
Counselor, their differences are prominent and ultimately foster a sense of opposition, or 
complementarity, between the pair. Counselor occupies the foreground with a stern expression 
and authoritative body language. In contrast with the figures in the posters above, he gazes 
directly toward the viewer from behind dark shades. This returned gaze constructs “a visual 
form of direct address” (Kress and van Leuuwen 117). Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen 
explain that, “when represented participants look at the viewer, vectors, formed by participants’ 
eyelines connect the participants with the viewer,” even if only on an imaginary level (117). This 
connection ultimately “demands something […] that the viewer enter into some kind of 
imaginary relation with him or her” (Kress and van Leuuwen 118). Counselor’s direct gaze can 
be seen to demand respect and identification, perhaps even subservience from the viewer. His 
gaze also disrupts the viewer’s ability to gaze upon him with desire. Although Malkina also 
gazes at the viewer, her sultry expression and body language connote what Laura Mulvey 
describes as “to-be-looked-at-ness” (“Visual Pleasure” 62), whereas Counselor can be 
described as inviting the viewer’s identification, functioning as the “ego ideal of the identification 
process” (Mulvey “Visual Pleasure” 63).  
 
Thus this poster provides an example of the ways that “sexual difference” can personify “’active’ 
or passive’ elements in a story” (Mulvey “Duel in the Sun” 33) or image. In “Afterthoughts 
inspired by Duel in the Sun,” Mulvey theorises a mode of bisexual gazing to explain the ways 
that women might experience such images in a way marked by oscillation between genders, by 
adopting an active masculine identification (37). It can be argued that such images trigger an 
inherent bisexual mode of gazing by women. However, in terms of the bisexual spectator 
theorised by Pramaggiore, the dichotomising between Counselor (the ego ideal) and Malkina 
(the object of scopophilic pleasure) in the poster for The Counselor is fundamentally at odds 
with a bisexual way of looking. Whilst on one level the poster can be described as a bisexual 
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display in that it presents eye-catching male and female figures for the eye to envelop, 
ultimately it adheres to heteronormative conventions of looking. As a consequence, a bisexual 
gaze is frustrated by the clarity with which the poster marks its two central figures as distinct 
objects of identification and desire.  
 
The poster for The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo provides a counterpoint to this example because 
it can be seen to both enable and resist bisexual spectatorship. It also provokes reflection on 
bisexual displays. Typically, images of couples are likely to obstruct bisexual readings because 
they are expected to connote heterosexuality or homosexuality, and ultimately sexual or 
romantic stasis. In terms of visual pleasure, images of couples can function as bisexual displays 
even as they might frustrate bisexual representation. Such dyads might also offer potential for 
bisexual spectatorship, particularly in instances where the viewer’s experiences of identification 
and desire are indistinct. In its androgynous characterisation of the character of Lisbeth 
Salander, the poster for The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo may be seen to challenge the 
dichotomised gender roles that are reified by the poster for The Counselor. Yet, at the same 
time that Salander’s cropped hair and strong jawline exhibit visual cues commonly associated 
with representations of lesbians, her averted gaze and subservient position to Blomkvist in the 
poster adheres more strongly to heteronormative gender roles. Ultimately, then, the poster 
seems to encourage identification with Blomkvist, whose stoic expression and return of the 
viewer’s gaze echoes the emotionless masculinity of Counselor. It also encourages gazing upon 
Salander. The contrast between Salander and Blomkvist in the poster ultimately serves to 
disrupt bisexual spectatorship. 
 
Although bisexual displays are largely dependent upon some form of gender differentiation, a 
number of posters in the sample offer queer pleasures and gazes while depicting only men. An 
example is the poster for Magic Mike. This poster’s eroticisation of the male body can be linked 
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to a distinctly queer aesthetic and display. In fact, its eroticisation of the male body and 
disruption of the conventional male gaze may mark it as more obviously queer or sexually-
subversive than the more implicit bisexual displays discussed above. Featuring a line-up of half-
naked men, their muscular bodies commodified, the poster seems at one level to target 
heterosexual women. However, the aesthetic of the male stripper that is replicated on this 
poster, replete with toned, oiled bodies draped in fetishised costumes, also alludes to camp and 
queer iconography. The long shot of the characters renders their faces barely visible and 
emphasises the male body as an object of pleasurable, erotic looking. The fact that the poster 
does not prescribe for whom this display is intended imbues it with rich potential for queer 
pleasure. Parallels between the poster and queer imagery are further suggested by the film’s 
themes, which include performance, masquerade, exhibitionism, and aggressive display. The 
poster’s central figure, Channing Tatum, the star of the film, also adds to its queer appeal. In 
addition to identifying himself as bisexual off screen, Tatum has a wide appeal as an erotic 
object amongst both men and women, a point explored further in the following chapter. As a 
consequence, the poster for Magic Mike has both bisexual appeal and broader aesthetic 
connections to queer imagery.  
 
The poster for Behind the Candelabra also offers viewers distinctly queer pleasures. Primarily, 
the poster presents an overt representation of same-sex attraction between men. The 
characters’ homosexual identities are made explicit by the prominence in the poster of their 
elaborate costumes, jewels and hairstyles, their intimate proximity, and Scott’s attentive position 
by Liberace’s side. Yet analysing the gazes and visual pleasure in the poster also reveals more 
distinctly queer possibilities. Both Damon and Douglas are highly successful Hollywood stars, 
known for both their hegemonic masculine film roles (The Bourne Identity (Liman 2002), Wall 
Street (Stone 1987)) and their off-screen heterosexuality. The disjuncture between audience 
expectations linked to their earlier films or star personas and their representation in the poster 
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may facilitate a range of queer identifications and desires in viewers. For instance, many 
heterosexual women might wish to identify with Douglas, as the receiver of Damon’s affections 
and attention. This excess of heterosexual and homosexual cues provides similar possibilities of 
queer identifications and desires for a wide range of viewers. While presenting two male figures, 
the poster offers desires and identifications across genders and sexualities in ways that 
encourage bisexual spectatorship.  
 
The poster for To Rome with Love offers an alternative example of how a star’s reputation may 
inflect a poster with queer possibilities. The poster features six of the film’s characters, reflecting 
its multiple plotlines and ensemble cast. Its most prominent image is of Jack and Monica, the 
film’s bisexual character. Surrounded by lush greenery and bathed in sunshine, the pair shares 
a romantic kiss. In a similar vein to the homosexual coding of heterosexual stars Douglas and 
Damon, the heterosexual coding of Ellen Page in this poster is at odds with Page’s widely 
documented lesbian identity off screen. This disjuncture imbues the poster with a fluidity that 
has potential to connote complex queer and bisexual meanings. 
 
In their aim to capture attention and offer viewers pleasurable sights, posters tend to present 
film characters in ways that capture attention and invite pleasurable looking. The intended 
“location” of the poster viewer is desire and intrigue, because as Finola Kerrigan explains, “the 
objective of producing a poster is to create ‘want to see’” (131). As this section has 
demonstrated, in many instances this means that posters can be read as bisexual displays, 
offering images of men and women alike for the observer’s viewing pleasure. In some instances 
these displays also facilitate a more complex mode of gazing that can be compared to 
Pramaggiore’s conception of the bisexual spectator. Furthermore, the poster’s uninterrupted 
duration may also enable other modes of viewing, fantasy, speculation, identification and 
pleasure. In instances where posters adhere to more conventional gendered displays, this 
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potential for bisexual and queer pleasures may be disrupted. Therefore the presence of gender-
differentiated figures alone is not enough to assure bisexual pleasure or the possibility of a 
bisexual spectator. Yet, in those instances where binary notions of gender are subverted, 
posters can readily disrupt the implications of a heteronormative gaze and provide opportunity 
for bisexual spectatorship.   
 
Obstructing bisexual potential: domestication, convention or both? 
The posters for the remaining films, Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy and The Hangover Part III, do not 
offer notable potential for either bisexual readings or bisexual gazes. However, this also proves 
insightful in relation to bisexuality. These posters and comparisons with other examples reveal 
the role that domestication and convention can play in poster design, as well as the ways that 
this can limit bisexual possibilities.  
 
The fact that the poster for the only blockbuster film in the sample, The Hangover Part III, does 
not offer either a bisexual reading or a bisexual display may be indicative of the impact that 
domestication and convention can have on major commercial films. Overall the poster conveys 
an emphatic image of heteronormative masculinity, albeit presented in a comical way. Dressed 
in sharp suits and dark sunglasses and approaching the viewer with stern and serious 
expressions, Stu, Alan and Phil gaze directly at the camera. Their serious, unemotional 
expressions imply a demand that viewers acknowledge the characters’ masculine prowess. 
More so than the other examples analysed thus far, this poster is likely to be read by many 
within the clear intertextual framework of the franchise as a whole. Therefore, given the comedic 
fumblings of these characters in the preceding films, The Hangover and The Hangover Part II, 
the serious expressions and body language on this poster are likely to be read as ironic by 
those familiar with the franchise. Even when read as a stand-alone text, Alan’s awkward stance 
in the background of the poster suggests humour and singles him out as the character with the 
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least convincing performance of masculinity, a focus of humour throughout the preceding films. 
The poster’s emphasis on masculine performativity and comedy indicates that the film will 
deliver what audiences have come to expect of The Hangover franchise. The influence of 
intertextuality is also relevant to thinking about the ways that the previous films’ paratexts 
influence this poster. Like the theatrical posters promoting the first two films in the franchise, this 
example makes its central characters most prominent. However, building on these earlier 
posters which depict the men looking tattered (for example, missing teeth, bruised, or with an 
unfortunate face tattoo) this poster also suggests that the characters are poised to defend 
themselves. 
 
 Although queer desires are recurrent throughout The Hangover franchise, as will be considered 
in the following chapter, this poster avoids making these concerns overt. Instead, the theatrical 
poster prioritises the film’s three stars as comical characters, without exploring their 
relationships to one another. Presenting these three figures in a stylised spectacle aligns this 
example with the conventional style of blockbuster posters, which tend to emphasise their stars 
rather than offering an image evocative of narrative. These stylistic choices render the poster’s 
bisexual and queer possibility rather low. Whilst this could potentially be interpreted as an 
example of paratextual domestication, analysis of the film’s supplementary poster series and 
paratexts indicates that the marketing of The Hangover Part III does engage with the film’s 
queer content. In fact, at times the queer characteristics and desires of its characters are 
flaunted in the paratextual realm. Thus the absence of queer desire from this particular poster 
seems distinct from simple domestication. This signals that diversification may mark the official 
paratexts of larger budget films, with queer ideas and content garnering greater salience in less 
prominent marketing texts, such as those circulated online. Some attention will be given to this 
issue in the following chapter, although an extensive investigation of paratexts in addition to the 
official theatrical poster and trailer is beyond the scope of this thesis. 
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In a similar vein, the absence of bisexual potential from the poster for Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy 
may be a product of the poster’s emphasis on genre rather than an example of domestication. 
Because bisexual images are typically marked by relationality or differentiation between 
characters, the lone figure on the poster for Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy does not suggest bisexual 
potential in any overt way. Yet to describe the poster as an example of domestication would be 
misleading. In reviews of the film, the general sexual ambiguity of a number of the film’s 
characters is referenced: “The whole film is sufficiently ambiguous that you are not sure if any or 
all of the half dozen main characters are secretly gay or bisexual” (Flanagan). Reviews also 
include more direct references to Bill as “obviously a bisexual” (Oldman qtd. in Giroux). Yet 
bisexuality is insignificant to the film’s plot overall. As a consequence, bisexuality may not be 
expected to be salient in the film’s paratexts. Furthermore, analysis of the film’s trailer will reveal 
that themes of romance, desire and sexuality are elided almost entirely from the film’s framing. 
Thus the poster for Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy can also be regarded as an example where 
generic convention has problematised bisexual visibility without necessarily entailing 
domestication.  
 
Poster conventions associated with the specialty releases differ from those associated with 
some of the more widely distributed films. The posters for The Hangover Part III (blockbuster), 
The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo (wide), The Counselor (wide) and Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy 
(mainstream) are all distinct from one another in various ways. However, each privileges 
stylised spectacles over the more candid style of images that adorn the posters for films like 
Your Sister’s Sister, On the Road, I’m So Excited!, and To Rome with Love (all specialty 
releases). Whereas the first group of posters present characters who return the gaze and exhibit 
performative stances that suggest they are aware of their status as bearers of the look, the 
specialty-release posters present characters who avert their gaze from the viewer or seem 
unaware of the camera. Because these characters look at one another, rather than the viewer, 
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their relationships to one another are given more prominence, and often more complexity. This, 
paired with the positioning of the characters, imbues the still image with a greater sense of 
narrative. Whereas the spectacle of the posters associated with the more widely distributed 
films might seem conducive to greater polysemy and thus more bisexual potential, the fact that 
these posters tend to reify gender normativity and confront viewers with stern male gazes that 
disrupt voyeurism suggests that the conventions of some Hollywood posters might domesticate 
visual pleasures and ways of gazing, as well as the possibility of bisexual relationality between 
characters, in the paratextual realm. 
 
Despite the expectation that paratextual domestication might lead to posters negating bisexual 
potential, the examples examined highlight that the overt domestication or neutralising of 
bisexuality is made less likely by the polysemy of posters. Ambiguity and implication are 
recurrent elements of bisexual meaning, and thus bisexual readings of posters are not as easily 
disrupted as they might be within a film. At the same time that posters harbour interesting 
potential for encouraging bisexual readings, though, the fact remains that as static images 
accompanied by minimal text, posters are constrained in their capacity to encode a bisexual, or 
bisexual desire. The integral relationship between bisexual representation and temporality is not 
well suited to the current conventions of theatrical release posters. By contrast, the 
multimodality and narrative logic of trailers can lend itself uniquely to the temporal play of 
bisexuality.   
 
 
Trailers 
The trailer may be expected to be ideally disposed to representing bisexuality because it has 
both the lack of resolution and polysemy associated with posters and  the benefits of 
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temporality, editing, movement and sound at its disposal. While these formal and aesthetic 
properties provide opportunities for more explicit representations of bisexuality, however, they 
can also be used to limit polysemy and thus interrupt particular readings. This section examines 
the ways that trailers both encourage and disrupt bisexual readings, providing insights into how 
bisexual meanings are constructed and reflecting on why such meanings may be facilitated or 
not by particular films.  
   
They always show the best bits: bisexual representation in trailers 
Challenging the assumption that explicit bisexual meanings are likely to be domesticated in 
paratexts, a number of the trailers analysed present explicit representations of bisexuality. The 
first of these trailers, and perhaps the most overt in its bisexual representation, is the theatrical 
trailer for The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo. The trailer commences with a shot of Lisbeth 
Salander, clad in leather and a helmet, parking her motorcycle, then cuts to a close-up of the 
back of Salander’s head, her cropped hair, neck tattoo, and elaborate ear stretcher prominent 
as she takes an elevator up an industrial-looking building. Serving a purpose similar to 
narration, overlapping dialogue accompanies these images. A man’s voice explains: “she’s one 
of the best investigators I have…” Another man’s voice interrupts, “but?” The first responds: 
“she’s different… in every way.” Salander meets the men in an office and reports on her latest 
subject, Mikael Blomkvist. Sitting at a distance, she coolly imparts details about Blomkvist’s life. 
When prompted, she references his affair with a co-worker who, Salander suggests, he does 
not sexually satisfy often enough. From the outset of the trailer, then, Salander is characterised 
as unconventional, even deviant, and both sex and scandal are alluded to in unabashed terms 
by the trailer. 
 
Salander’s own sex life is also positioned as part of her deviance in the film’s trailer, most 
notably by images of her that are overlapped by other characters’ dialogue in voice over. A 
112 
 
sequence of Salander fighting a thief in a train station and drinking in a club is accompanied by 
audio of her guardian, Nils Bjurman, explaining: “You’ve failed to adapt to four foster homes, 
arrested twice for intoxication, twice for assault. How many partners have you had in the last 
month?” The trailer then cuts to a shot of a young woman walking seductively toward Salander. 
They embrace and kiss in the bar as the overlapping dialogue continues: “And how many of 
those were… men?” This sequence might lead some viewers to interpret Salander as lesbian, 
with the implicit answer to Bjurman’s question being none. However, this juxtaposition of image 
and dialogue can also be understood to thrust Salander’s bisexuality to the fore, providing an 
effective way of conveying multiple relationships and types of desire simultaneously. The 
woman Salander embraces in the bar reappears in the trailer at a later juncture, when Blomkvist 
appears at Salander’s house unannounced and coolly orders, “get rid of your girlfriend.” By 
contrast, the intimacy between Salander and Blomkvist, which plays a prominent role in the film, 
is minimised in the trailer. In an extremely rapid montage at the trailer’s conclusion, intercut with 
a series of titles (“FROM THE,” “INTERNATIONAL,”“BEST-SELLING,”  “TRILOGY.”), a shot of 
Salander and Blomkvist lying intimately (though fully clothed) in bed appears momentarily. This 
montage also includes another shot of Salander and her apparent girlfriend kissing goodbye. In 
an unconventional move, the trailer highlights Salander’s attraction to women whilst 
downplaying her relationship with Blomkvist. This inverts the focus of the film, which presents 
Salander’s relationship with Blomkvist as prominent and her sex with women only fleetingly. 
Perhaps reflective of the film’s dark and gritty tone, the trailer emphasises deviance rather than 
romance as a way of attracting, perhaps  titillating or thrilling, audiences.   
 
The second explicit example of bisexuality can be identified in the trailer for To Rome with Love. 
By using joyful Italian accordion music, bright scenic shots of sunny Rome and a comical-
looking traffic conductor explaining his occupation, the trailer aligns itself clearly with the 
comedy genre from its outset and includes a series of clichés relating to life in Rome. A cut to a 
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black screen and the sound of a car crashing abruptly interrupts the action, the music changes 
slightly and the action opens on Woody Allen, his familiar voice musing, “they gave us such a 
great room, you know you married a very bright guy.” In a comparable, though distinct way to 
The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo trailer, sex is mentioned overtly very early in the trailer. Within 
the first minute, Anne, a prostitute, arrives at an unsuspecting man’s door and seductively 
announces, “Congratulations. Everything’s been paid in full, I’m yours”, before lounging on his 
bed. In a later sequence, an older woman remarks of the Sistine Chapel, “Can you imagine 
working all that time on your back?”, to which Anne cheekily remarks, “I can.” It is the trailer’s 
introduction of Monica, though, which is most meaningful in relation to bisexuality. Jack’s 
girlfriend, Sally, explains: “my friend just broke up with her boyfriend and I told her she could 
stay with us.” This dialogue overlaps with shots of the couple happily collecting Monica from the 
airport.  The trio are then shown cavorting around Rome while Sally’s voice functions as a 
stand-in narrator in her description of Monica: “men just adore her, I think it’s because of this 
sexual vibe she gives off.” In the sequence that follows, Monica tells an attentive Jack, “I always 
had a little thing for sleeping with a woman and when I finally did it, it was wonderful.” The music 
falters for the slightest second, like a record skipping, as a shot of Jack’s face conveys a look of 
both disbelief and intrigue. As though delivering a punchline, Sally chimes in, “She’s something 
isn’t she!” Although the overall tone of this sequence and the actions in the bar in The Girl with 
the Dragon Tattoo trailer are sharply different, the pause and use of a quip to deliver an 
announcement of bisexuality in each trailer is similar. Both trailers use revelatory dialogue to 
communicate a character’s bisexuality, and play with the unexpectedness of such a revelation 
for effect. In contrast to The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, however, the trailer for To Rome with 
Love does not show its female bisexual character as being romantically or sexually engaged 
with another woman. Rather, Monica’s verbal revelation of her attraction to women is 
juxtaposed with images of her kissing, embracing and planning where to have sex with Jack. 
Instead of emphasising deviance, the trailer emphasises Monica’s bisexuality in order to 
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accentuate her hypersexuality and status as temptress. Despite these differences, both trailers 
make the bisexuality of their characters overt by including both imagery and dialogue that 
highlights the multifaceted nature of their sexualities.  
 
By contrast, the trailer for On the Road is less explicit about individual characters’ sexualities 
and more suggestive of general sexual fluidity and eroticism. This is emphasised through the 
use of rapid and ambiguous montage sequences. The trailer begins with a shot of a typewriter, 
intercut with shots of Sal standing idly on the open road. Sal’s voice-over accompanies these 
images: “I first met Dean not long after my father died. I was a young writer trying to take off.” 
From the trailer’s outset, Dean and Sal’s relationship is granted significance, perhaps even 
imbued with romantic connotation. With the punch of a typewriter key the trailer’s pulsating jazz 
score commences. The music flurries, punctuating the trailer’s rapid cuts and the rampant pace 
of the action they capture. The pace of the editing, action, and music make the trailer’s content 
difficult to follow. Deliberately ambiguous and chaotic, the trailer reflects the turbulent lifestyles 
of the film’s characters. Alcohol flows, beautiful young beatniks dance and half-naked bodies 
gyrate, often half out of frame. Spoken dialogue overlays the action: “Forgive me father for I am 
about to sin.” Through juxtaposing these elements in a rhythmic manner, the trailer oozes with 
eroticism. In particular, a bisexual reading is encouraged by the ambiguity of shots, the 
emphasis given to Dean, Marylou and Sal’s relationship(s), and the seemingly orgiastic effect 
achieved by juxtaposing impressionistic and eroticised images of bodies.  In addition to that 
which is visible though, it is the fissures or gaps in the content, what is not shown – as a product 
of the rapid montage editing – which most strongly fosters a bisexual reading of the trailer.  
 
More than either of the examples already discussed, the trailer for On the Road plays with 
spatiotemporal convention, avoids coupling, and suggests both desire and identification 
between characters intradiegetically. A number of queer looks are exchanged between the 
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characters throughout the trailer, which intercuts characters and their lingering looks in quick 
succession. The clearest examples of a collapsing of the distinction between identification and 
desire are evident in the triangulated relationship between Sal, Dean, and Marylou. While 
employing imagery of these three characters that is reminiscent of the poster, the trailer further 
addresses the complexity of this triangulated relationship. As Sal’s voice-over introduces Dean, 
for example, he adds “he had just married a sixteen year old chick, named Marylou.” An eyeline 
match between Sal and a shot of Marylou lying in bed, dazed yet sultry, and looking upwards 
accompanies the voice-over. This sequence introduces Marylou as Dean’s wife aurally, whilst 
simultaneously suggesting an erotic relationship between her and Sal visually. The complexity 
of this central trio’s relationship is further established later in the trailer by shots of Sal and Dean 
toasting beers, as Marylou lounges beside them, and shots of Dean and Marylou dancing 
provocatively whilst Sal watches on with desire. More overt images of triangulated desire are 
evident in the sequence that presents Marylou in bed, inviting Sal and Dean to join her, at which 
point Dean and Sal are seen excitedly undressing and exchanging glances.  
 
These explicit examples of bisexuality in trailers provide insights into how bisexuality is 
communicated as well as why it might be made explicit in paratextual contexts. Despite the 
marked differences between these trailers, all three make significant use of dialogue and editing 
to code bisexuality. The trailers’ use of these devices is underpinned by their ability to create 
disjuncture that hinders monosexual readings. Through juxtaposition the trailers are able to 
produce sequences that are evocative of fluid attractions and desires. The trailers examined 
highlight that overlapping an image that depicts one form of desire or potential with dialogue that 
suggests a distinct erotic possibility provides a simple and effective way for trailers to 
communicate bisexuality. The juxtaposition of images through editing can also be used to create 
an accumulative effect, whereby various desires and relationships can be rapidly implied. In 
addition to revealing the ways that bisexual meaning can be made explicit in trailers, these 
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examples offer significant insights into why trailers might make bisexuality explicit. The trailers 
for The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo and To Rome with Love highlight the ways that bisexuality 
can be used to elicit shock or humour from viewers, whilst also imbuing a trailer with eroticism. 
The Girl with a Dragon Tattoo uses bisexuality to connote deviance and danger in a way that 
adheres with the film’s branding as a gritty psychosexual thriller, whereas To Rome with Love 
uses bisexuality to connote hypersexuality and fantasy befitting a quirky Allen sex comedy. The 
trailer for On the Road does not offer a bisexual revelation in the same way as the other trailers, 
but it does rely on bisexual connections between its characters to convey a sense of sexual 
liberation and countercultural chic. Thus all three trailers draw on bisexuality to heighten their 
broader erotic appeal. 
 
The trailer for Side Effects also offers bisexual possibilities, but in contrast with the examples 
above this film’s success and appeal relies on leaving these possibilities implicit and unstated. 
The trailer commences in a familiar romantic style. Martin and Emily smile and embrace in the 
sunshine and opulent surrounds of a garden party. Dialogue from Emily can be heard over the 
action: “I loved everything about him: his hands, his smell, he swept me off my feet”. However, 
the tone of the trailer later shifts as a murder scene and emergency call disrupt the action. The 
remainder of the trailer invokes intrigue, suspicion and questions of malpractice. The film’s 
themes of danger and misconduct in the pharmaceutical and psychiatric fields and looming 
questions of sexual transgression are replicated in the trailer, most notably by the suggestion of 
an inappropriate sexual attraction between Emily and Dr. Jonathon Banks. As a colleague asks 
of Jonathon: “Would you have treated her differently if she were a man?” This dialogue overlaps 
with a shot of Jonathon gazing uncomfortably and a shot of a woman’s thigh, her hand 
suggestively lifting her dress. The disintegration of Jonathon’s own romantic relationship is also 
suggested in the trailer, particularly by a shot of his girlfriend and stepchild preparing to leave 
him. In addition to the sexual tension between Jonathon and Emily, the trailer also provides 
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subtle hints of Emily’s relationship with Dr. Victoria Siebert. Viewers paying close attention to 
the trailer will observe a shot of Emily and Victoria’s hands meeting as they embrace (see figure 
3.3). This image is juxtaposed with dialogue in voice over, “I had no idea this was going on.” A 
cut to Emily’s husband Martin reveals it is his voice, before a further cut returns to a woman’s 
hands unbuttoning another woman’s blouse. The rapid, subtle nature of this series of shots is 
Figure 3.3 Stills from the official theatrical trailer for Side Effects. The trailer for Side 
Effects thematises transgressive sexuality and offers veiled hints of Siebert and Emily’s 
affair.  
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likely to ensure that the film’s bisexual plot twist is unsuspected by many viewers. However, for 
those viewers who are attentive and open to a bisexual reading an extra, albeit brief, layer of 
intrigue is offered.   
 
Implicit bisexuality can also be observed in the trailers for The Hangover Part III and The 
Counselor as a means of portraying the films’ bisexual characters, Chow and Malkina, as 
decadent and dangerous. A number of images of Malkina throughout the trailer for The 
Counselor exemplify her hypersexuality, including a shot of her clad in a tight leopard print dress 
seductively mounting the front of a car, and shots of her embracing and demonstrating attraction 
toward her boyfriend Reiner. Another sequence in which she and Laura lounge in towels by a 
pool is also included. Malkina, whose bare back is emblazoned with a large leopard spot tattoo, 
appears predatory as she gazes seductively at an unsure Laura. The trailer for The Hangover 
Part III is in a much lighter, more comical style. Throughout The Hangover films Chow is 
depicted as bisexual. Although this trailer does not address Chow’s bisexuality explicitly, the 
stereotyping of him as dangerous, decadent and drug-loving is maintained as he madly shoots a 
gun, mimes masturbation with a phone and screams, “I love cocaine!” The trailer also plays on 
the ambiguous sexuality of Alan. His admiration of and affection for Phil is established in the first 
two films and revisited in the trailer for the third instalment as Alan becomes tearful with 
happiness about Phil joining him on a trip. In a later sequence in the trailer, Chow instructs Alan 
to kiss him: “hey fat stuff, quick, give me some sugar,” and Alan obliges. Queer verbal 
exchanges between men are evident throughout The Hangover franchise, but they generally 
function for comedic effect. The Hangover Part III trailer maintains this pattern. As Alan kisses 
Chow, a cut back to a shot of Phil and Stu watching from a car reveals their disbelief and 
puzzlement. Stu asks worriedly, “did he just kiss him?” Like the trailer for The Counselor, The 
Hangover Part III trailer does not emphasise bisexuality but is playfully hypersexual, and hints at 
crossed or ambiguous desires between its characters.  
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Obstructing bisexual potential: domestication, convention or both? 
Framing the film as a heterosexual love story, the trailer for Magic Mike presents one of the 
clearest examples of paratextual domestication analysed in this chapter. In the film Magic Mike, 
male stripper Mike has a casual sexual relationship with the bisexual Joanna. When Mike meets 
Brooke he becomes enamoured and the two begin a courtship. Whilst Mike and Joanna’s 
sexual relationship seems to end as he becomes more interested in Brooke, Joanna continues 
to reappear throughout the film. For instance, in one scene she bumps into Brooke and Mike at 
a beach party. When Brooke wanders off, Joanna comments on how attractive she is, and 
implies that she would like to sleep with both Brooke and Mike. Whilst the trailer for the film 
includes Joanna, it presents her as a platonic friend to Mike, rather than a sexual partner. This 
neutralising of Joanna’s role in the film enables the trailer to focus on the budding romantic 
relationship of Mike and Brooke. Whilst this can be linked to romance genre conventions, it also 
exhibits domestication in the sense that Joanna is entirely de-sexualised. This provides a stark 
contrast with the film itself, which presents Joanna as hypersexual. This domestication may 
have a limited impact upon the framing of the film, in which Joanna’s bisexuality is fairly explicit. 
Because the trailer withholds her sexuality entirely and misconstrues her relationship with Mike, 
viewers may find her characterisation in the film unexpected. Yet, because the trailer withholds 
so much about Joanna as a character, it also resists making her attractions to one sex more 
salient or dominant. Therefore, this domestication is unlikely to interrupt or challenge bisexual 
receptions of the film, even though it misses the opportunity of representing bisexuality more 
visibly in the paratextual realm.  
 
Like Magic Mike and along similar lines to its own poster, the trailer for Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy 
is also devoid of explicit, or even implicit, bisexual meaning. The trailer commences with a focus 
on Smiley, who is informed that there is a mole within the British Intelligence service. As 
suspenseful music slowly builds, the trailer presents a series of shots that heighten a sense of 
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secrecy and voyeurism by depicting characters meeting or passing one another in the street. 
These images are framed implicitly as point-of-view shots in a manner that suggests someone 
else is watching them from a distance. Although one female character appears briefly in the 
trailer, overall it focuses on the men of British Intelligence and their tense and suspenseful task 
of identifying the mole.  Thus in terms of gender differentiation, the trailer is limited in the 
bisexual possibilities it can offer between characters. Because the trailer reflects the film’s 
status as a cerebral espionage thriller without exploring or suggesting romantic or sexual 
possibilities between its characters, bisexual meanings are absent from the major paratexts 
framing Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy. Suggesting the bisexuality of Bill Haydon, or any of the other 
sexually ambiguous characters in an explicit manner commensurate with the trailers above, 
would be at odds with the serious, un-erotic diegesis that the trailer represents.  
 
From these examples it can be observed that trailers may be less ambiguous in their 
explorations of bisexual meanings than posters. Whilst trailers tend to avoid resolution and 
emphasise possibility and intrigue via polysemy, analysis of those trailers that make bisexual 
meaning salient reveals that it is the trailer’s ability to create rapid juxtapositions and disjuncture 
that may carry greatest weight in making bisexual meaning explicit. Because of their general 
avoidance or withholding of coupled resolution, linearity and stasis, many trailers can be 
described as not preventing a bisexual reading. However, this lack of resistance to depicting 
bisexuality is less noteworthy in comparison to other trailers that demonstrate how effectively 
bisexuality can be communicated overtly in the trailer form. Furthermore, the idea of open or 
ambiguous bisexual possibility within the trailer may be weakened by the genre or narrative that 
the trailer aims to connote. Thus, in contrast to the poster where spectacle and uninterrupted 
looking can facilitate numerous readings, trailers can be more readily characterised as 
suggesting preferred readings.  
This chapter has demonstrated that bisexuality is present on the general release circuit both 
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within films and off screen in the paratextual realm. Although many of these images invoke 
redundant stereotypes and tropes relating to bisexuals, the fact that the twelve films discussed 
here have bisexual receptions attests to the fact that reviewers and audiences decode bisexual 
images even when marked by ambiguity. On the extent to which this on-screen bisexuality is 
translated into the paratextual realm, it can be concluded that in a number of instances the 
paratexts analysed do not re-present bisexual images. The reasons for this vary, but are usually 
linked to the minimal role of bisexuality in the film. Bisexuality thus lacks the significance 
required to be made salient in either the film’s poster or trailer. Bisexuality may also be absent 
because it does not cohere with the overriding narrative or genre for which a film is being 
marketed. In these instances a bisexual reading of the paratexts is made difficult. Yet these 
paratexts are unlikely to prevent bisexual receptions of the films they promote because they 
largely circumvent bisexual material, rather than defusing it. Furthermore, in posters and trailers 
where bisexual meanings are enabled or encouraged, the subject matter and genre of a film are 
also relevant.  For instance, the explicit representation of bisexuality in trailers tends to be 
associated with sex and eroticism. However, explicit representation in one of a film’s paratexts 
does not guarantee comparable representation in its other paratexts. This highlights that posters 
and trailers are dictated by different conventions and styles, and that a film’s framing might be 
marked by variance and variety to reach a wider viewership. This interplay between paratexts 
and the ways that they can form plurimedial wholes that frame a film’s reception will be explored 
by focussing on three case studies: Cloud Atlas, The Hangover Part III and Side Effects. 
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CHAPTER FOUR:  
FRAMING BISEXUALITY: CLOUD ATLAS, 
THE HANGOVER PART III AND SIDE 
EFFECTS 
This chapter focuses on the ways that a film’s paratextual framing establishes expectations and 
shapes the reception of its on-screen bisexuality. Three case studies are used to explore the 
role that paratexts play in emphasising and bringing salience to thematic concerns, contributing 
to characterisation and priming spectatorial positions for viewers. The analysis of these varied 
functions is united by a focus on the extent to which they construct or enable bisexual 
meanings. The paratexts for the case study films – Cloud Atlas, The Hangover Part III and Side 
Effects – reveal the diverse ways that bisexual representations may be marketed, and refute 
any notion or assumption that a definitive version of bisexual framing exists.  
 
Cloud Atlas offers a distinctive blend of art house aesthetics and a large budget (USD 102 
million). As will be demonstrated, though, the strong bisexual reception of one of the central 
characters, Robert Frobisher, cannot be fully explained in terms of the film’s art house aesthetic.  
Instead, analysis of the film’s entryway paratexts reveals their constitutive role in the reception 
of Frobisher, as well as the film’s overall meaning, particularly its thematic emphasis on the 
disruption of boundaries and conventions. Although the second film, The Hangover Part III, has 
a similar budget (USD 103 million), in contrast to Cloud Atlas it was more successful financially, 
with global box office earnings of USD 362,000,072. The Hangover Part III is an exemplar of 
commercially viable, Hollywood fare. This blockbuster status makes the film a particularly 
interesting example for analysing bisexual visibility. Both the film and its paratexts are rich with 
queer connotation, particularly in their paratextual characterisation of Chow and Alan.  The third 
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and final film in this chapter is Side Effects. Unlike the other two films, Side Effects was 
produced on the moderate budget of USD 30 million. Sitting somewhere between the box office 
success of The Hangover Part III and the loss of Cloud Atlas, the film grossed USD 63 372 757 
worldwide. The paratexts for Side Effects hide its bisexual plot twist in plain view by 
manipulating monosexist reading conventions and presenting its ensemble cast as objects of 
the bisexual gaze. In addition to their distinct production costs and box-office takings, these 
three films can also be differentiated in other notable ways. For instance, Cloud Atlas is a 
science fiction drama, adapted from a novel; The Hangover Part III is the third film in a 
blockbuster comedy franchise, known for its lewd humour; and Side Effects is a stand-alone 
thriller from an auteur. Despite these differences, all three films explore bisexuality both on and 
off screen in ways that warrant closer critical attention.  
These three films have been selected to serve as case studies for two major reasons. Firstly, 
they provide exemplars of the variance within the wider sample; all three films vary from one 
another in terms of style, genre, budget, release pattern and box office takings. Yet despite 
these variances, each film also enjoyed substantial mainstream attention and boasts a 
multifaceted marketing campaign. Notably, all three case studies also demonstrate a level of 
innovation in their marketing that warrants closer critical attention.  
 
Disrupting boundaries: Cloud Atlas 
 
Robert Frobisher: I understand now that boundaries between noise and sound are conventions. 
All boundaries are conventions, waiting to be transcended. One may transcend any convention if 
only one can first conceive of doing so.  
Cloud Atlas 
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Like its literary source text, Cloud Atlas follows the stories of six central characters: Adam 
Ewing, an American lawyer in 1849; Robert Frobisher, a British composer in 1936; Luisa Rey, 
an American journalist in 1973; Timothy Cavendish, a British publisher in 2012; Somni 451, a 
slave in a dystopic South Korea in 2144; and Zachry, who lives in a primitive post-apocalyptic 
Hawaii in 2321. Although these stories unfold in distinct spatiotemporal contexts, rich thematic 
and spiritual connections exist between them. The themes of marginalisation, oppression, fate, 
and romantic love bring the multiple plotlines together. Whilst these themes are also present in 
the novel, this sense of connectedness is intensified in the film by the casting of actors in 
multiple roles across different historical periods and the use of stylised editing that destabilises 
conventions of space, time and subjectivity. From this brief overview alone, the film’s potential 
for representing and exploring queer desires is apparent.  
 
Similar queer potential can be observed of the film’s production. Despite its large budget, Cloud 
Atlas is the case study most clearly aligned with the type of art house, auteur, or independent 
(indie) fare that is often presumed to be best suited to bisexual representation, as noted in 
chapter two. In an unusual production approach, a trio of indie auteurs directed the film: the 
Wachowski siblings and Tom Tykwer. Whilst a directorial trio is noteworthy in itself, these 
specific three auteurs brought distinctive reputations to the film. The Wachowskis and Tykwer 
are known for creating challenging and cerebral indie cinema with queer resonances. For 
instance, Tykwer’s 3 (2010) explores a triangulated relationship between a married couple and 
the man with whom they both have an affair. Including at least two overtly bisexual characters 
and a conclusion that avoids privileging coupled resolution, 3 is one of only a few films that 
explore the potential benefits of bisexuality rather than its limitations or problems. The 
Wachowskis’ hit film The Matrix (1999) also has queer appeal. As Kim Edwards explains: “In the 
world of The Matrix not only is there a visual fetish for black leather and the […] accoutrements 
of bondage, but the freedoms of cross-dressing and sexual ambiguity are celebrated and 
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exacting male/female dichotomies become demonized” (118). Further noting the Wachowski 
siblings’ queer reputations, Edwards adds that during publicity for the Matrix films Larry 
Wachowski was alleged to be “an S&M fan and long-time cross-dresser” (118). During the 
production of Cloud Atlas, Lana Wachowski was publicly known to be a transgender woman; in 
the subsequent years, Lilly Wachowski has also come out as trans. More recently, the pair have 
produced a distinctly queer television series for Netflix, Sense8 (2015- ). Thus from its outset, 
Cloud Atlas was rich with queer appeal and potential in intertextual terms. 
 
Cloud Atlas also features the character most consistently and clearly identified as bisexual in 
the text selection process: Robert Frobisher. Yet discerning how the film codes Frobisher’s 
bisexuality raises a number of questions. Despite being readily decoded as bisexual in many 
reviews, the filmic incarnation of Frobisher does not fit the bisexual code theorised by Beth 
Roberts (Neither Fish 152). In fact, the film undermines Frobisher’s bisexuality and marks him 
more implicitly as homosexual. To understand the decoding of Frobisher as bisexual, it is useful 
to address the impact that the intertextuality of the adaptation process can have upon 
representations of bisexuality and the ways this relates to the film’s paratexts. At the same time 
that paratextuality can be understood as a subset of intertextuality, paratexts can also be 
understood to “control the menu of intertexts that audiences will consult or employ when 
watching or thinking about a text” (Gray 141).  
 
One particular aspect of the adaptation is pertinent to how Cloud Atlas functions as a bisexual 
text. In contrast to Frobisher’s assured and unambiguous reception as bisexual by many 
reviewers, his desires are less obviously bisexual on screen. Instead of presenting the nuance 
and complexity offered by the novel, the film simplifies his sexuality to the point that, from a 
critical perspective, he seems chiefly coded as homosexual. Much of this contrast stems from 
the film’s revision of plot elements that play a pivotal role in establishing Frobisher’s bisexuality 
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in the novel. In the film, Frobisher’s same-sex attraction is emphasised by the introduction of an 
erotic tension, not present in the novel, between Frobisher and Vyvyan Ayrs, the man he works 
for. The letters between Frobisher and his lover, Sixsmith, also become more romantically 
charged. Of greatest note, though, is the film’s omission of the character of Eva Ayrs.  As a 
consequence, Frobisher demonstrates no romantic connection with a woman in the film. 
Although Frobisher’s sexual relationship with Ayrs’ wife, Jocasta, is included in the film, it 
becomes far less central to the plot. For example, the film’s brief and only sequence depicting 
Frobisher and Jocasta having sex is accompanied by a voice-over of Frobisher reading one of 
his letters to Sixsmith: 
Last week Jocasta and I became lovers. But don’t alarm yourself, it is only a carnal act performed 
in service not unlike my role as amanuensis. And I confess women’s hearts, like their desire, 
remain a mystery to me. Afterward she cried and thanked me for bringing life back into their 
home. Making it clear that Vyvyan had been there the entire night, between us like the silence 
between notes that holds the key to all music.  
The addition of Ayrs in this sequence, albeit symbolically, contributes to the film’s construction 
of an attraction between him and Frobisher. Although this might also be regarded as a figurative 
example of concurrent bisexuality, ultimately the scene relegates Frobisher and Jocasta’s 
relationship to one of service rather than attraction. The letter heard in this scene, which 
undermines Frobisher’s bisexual behaviour, is strikingly at odds with his characterisation in the 
novel. Frobisher’s literary incarnation is familiar with women’s hearts and their desires, as well 
as the multiplicity of his own. The film’s avoidance of this facet of Frobisher’s character and 
sexuality marks him more plainly as a figure of homosexual tragedy, particularly towards the 
film’s conclusion. 
 
With the omission of Eva, Frobisher’s heartbreak over the breakdown of their relationship is also 
absent from the film version of Cloud Atlas. Hence, his suicide takes on new meaning. After 
Ayrs rejects a romantic advance from Frobisher late in the film (see figure 4.1), he mocks the 
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young composer: 
Ayrs: Vyvyan Ayrs abroad with his shameless sodomite! [He laughs] 
Frobisher: I’m sorry. I thought… 
Ayrs: You thought? You thought what?!  That I might fancy a little buggering from a fine young 
dandy like yourself? I’m not sure whether the idea strikes me as more ridiculous or repugnant. 
Embarrassed, Frobisher announces he will leave in the morning. But Ayrs refuses. When 
Frobisher protests, Ayrs threatens to destroy his reputation if he leaves by revealing him as a 
“reprobate” and “scoundrel”, guilty of “unspeakable crimes” such as liaising with “perverts” and 
“sodomites”. When Frobisher attempts to flee anyway, Ayrs intervenes and Frobisher shoots 
him. In the context of the film, Frobisher’s suicide seems a desperate escape from being found 
to have injured Ayrs. It can also be linked to his lingering anxiety that Ayrs will act on his threat. 
As Sixsmith rushes to prevent the suicide, Frobisher’s voice-over narrates his final letter: “I 
believe there is another world waiting for us, Sixsmith. A better world and I’ll be waiting for you 
there”. Lacking the complexity of the novel, Frobisher’s suicide becomes a cliché, rounding out 
his tragic homosexual romance with Sixsmith, who finds his body moments after he perishes.  
 
Figure 4.1 Frobisher makes a romantic advance toward Ayrs. In a divergence from the 
novel, the film presents a romantic tension between Vivyan Ayres and Robert Frobisher, 
culminating in the latter’s rejected advance.  
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Nevertheless, the prominence of his bisexuality in the novel seems to have impacted upon the 
reception of the film. It is conceivable that at least some of the reviews of the film reflect a 
familiarity with Mitchell’s critically acclaimed and popular novel (or, at least, discussion of its 
characters) and consequently base their reading of Frobisher on the film’s wider identity as an 
adaptation and the intertextual meanings this generates. Although the theatrical trailer and 
official poster do not make the film’s status as an adaptation prominent, featurettes on YouTube 
emphasise the film’s status as an adaptation. Given Cloud Atlas was an acclaimed novel, 
shortlisted for the 2004 Booker Prize and winner of the 2005 British Book Awards Literary 
Fiction Award, the film’s title alone may also serve to signal the film’s source text. A more 
tangible indication that viewers were aware of the film’s literary roots is that sales of the novel 
surged within a week after the film’s first trailer was released. Just four days after the first trailer 
was uploaded online, the book went from a ranking of 2 509 on Amazon’s bestseller list to 
number seven (Trachtenberg). Discussing the trailer’s impact in a piece for The Wall Street 
Journal, Jeffrey A. Trachtenberg explains that whilst “it isn't unusual for a movie version of a 
book to spark fresh interest in an old title […what is] uncommon in this case was the speed at 
which a mere trailer of a film had an impact.”  
 
Although the term bisexual does not appear in the novel, reviews and commentary about the 
latter indicate that many readers have interpreted Frobisher as such (see, for instance:  “David 
Mitchell: 'I don't want to project myself as this great experimenter’” by Stuart Jeffries for The 
Guardian; the novel’s synopsis on Goodreads.com; or James Wood’s “The Floating Library: 
What can’t the novelist David Mitchell do?” for The New Yorker). Similar readings are reflected 
in reviews and commentary on the film. The aligning of Frobisher’s sexual identity with more 
indisputable traits, such as his profession and nationality, indicates the certainty of many film 
reviewers that he is bisexual. As Appendix 1 indicates, for instance, the phrase “bisexual British 
composer” appears in numerous reviews of the film. In contrast with the assumptions implicit in 
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these bold proclamations, the film itself is less definite in its characterisation of Frobisher’s 
bisexual desires. Though nothing in the film disproves or challenges Frobisher’s bisexuality, the 
same could be said of most characters in most films. What sets Frobisher apart from these 
other characters is his literary reputation. The coding of Frobisher as bisexual in the film is more 
likely to be understood by those who already assume his bisexuality – an assumption deriving 
from Mitchell’s novel, an intertext of the film. Synopses of the film in reviews reflect Frobisher’s 
literary characterisation as unambiguously bisexual. This suggests that if a character is 
established as bisexual by a literary source text, then their filmic incarnations may be more 
readily interpreted as bisexual as well. This may be particularly true in instances where the 
source text has been popular or critically acclaimed. However, such an interpretation will also 
rely largely on the film’s broader facilitation of a bisexual reading, that is, the opportunity that it 
offers viewers to think outside of monosexual logic. Whilst the Cloud Atlas paratexts do not 
present overt images of bisexuality, they do privilege a bisexual perspective by amplifying the 
film’s thematic exploration of boundaries and conventions. Some of these strategies are also 
reflected in the film itself, their presence in the entryway paratexts is especially significant 
though because these paratexts offer the earliest insights to the film text; they establish 
narrative schemata and prime viewer expectations.  
 
Correlations can be identified between the trailers and featurettes framing Cloud Atlas and 
Maria Pramaggiore’s bisexual reading strategies. One prominent example is the trailer that 
prefigured an increase in sales of Mitchell’s novel. Despite being regarded in general terms as a 
trailer, this paratext was not the theatrical trailer discussed in the previous chapter, but the 
“extended first look”. Extended first look videos have become common in the marketing of big-
budget, highly anticipated films. As the term suggests, extended first looks are generally 
circulated early, foreshadowing a film’s release and theatrical trailer. With longer running times 
than standard theatrical trailers, they tend to provide viewers with greater insight into a film. Yet, 
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much like the theatrical trailer for Cloud Atlas, the film’s extended first look offers little narrative 
insight. Rather than selling a plot or story, the extended first look aims to entice by presenting 
an arresting story world, familiar stars in multiple roles, and the broad thematic concerns of love, 
life, death, and connected humanity.  These emphases result in a privileging of spectacle over 
progression, and may accordingly invite a bisexual reading. Pramaggiore argues that “certain 
films call forth such a reading practice because they break down categories of opposition, 
producing fluid, nonexclusive spaces and times – the ‘in-between’ and the ‘both/and’” (“Seeing 
Doubles” 240). The extended first look trailer does just this, disrupting boundaries between time, 
space, self and other.  
Displaying a style of editing also used throughout the film Cloud Atlas, the extended first look 
makes frequent use of matches on action to deviate from continuity editing conventions and 
present a montage of impressionistic images. This editing undermines conventional progress 
and resolution and emphasises the connections between characters (see figure 4.2). As 
Pramaggiore explains, such destabilisation admits “the possibility of contingent identities […] 
Figure 4.2 Stills from the extended first look. The extended first look presents a number of 
match-on-action edits to heighten the sense of connectedness between the film’s characters 
as well as their spatiotemporal locations.  
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particularly in respect to gender and sexuality” (“Seeing Doubles” 242). Despite giving salience 
to the role of fate in the film, which fosters a sense of cause and effect that serves to unify the 
action, the extended first look presents the  materiality of space and time as something that can 
be overcome. One sequence makes this especially apparent. As Frobisher searches his room 
for a lost book in Edinburgh in 1936, a cut to a wider shot locates this action, implausibly, in 
Sixsmith’s San Francisco hotel room in the 1970s (See figure 4.3).  
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As Sixsmith rereads an old letter from Frobisher, these two distinct times and places come 
together in the diegesis. Rather than situating Frobisher’s presence as a facet of Sixsmith’s 
imagination in the scene, the extended first look depicts Frobisher moving about and gazing 
upon an unaware Sixsmith before dissolving with the shelves and furniture around him. This 
Figure 4.3 A blurring of spatiotemporal boundaries: This scene 
between Frobisher and Sixsmith, included in the extended first look 
trailer, provides a strong example of the film’s manipulation of 
conventional spatiotemporal relationships.  
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renders each character’s role in the sequence unclear and subsequently destabilises a clear 
division between subject and object, or active and passive roles at the same time that it disrupts 
conventional spatiotemporality. By incorporating this scene, the trailer alerts potential viewers to 
the film’s fluid treatment of boundaries – between distinct times and spaces, as well as reality 
and fantasy. Another sequence draws similar attention to this disruption; as shots of the Somni 
451 plotline are presented, dialogue of Ayrs describing a dream to Frobisher matches the 
action: “I heard it in a dream. It’s a nightmarish caf. Blaring, bright lights, but underground and 
no way out. And the waitresses, they all had the same face.” Distinctions between dream, 
fantasy, reality, and historical and geographical context are ruptured by this sequence. 
 
The extended first look’s disruption of conventional subjectivity and desire also fosters a 
bisexual reading of the film. The recurring cast members of Cloud Atlas appear substantially 
different in each role, sometimes radically so as they adopt roles that transcend race, age and 
gender (see figure 4.4). Yet despite this, in most cases the performers are recognisable. This 
draws attention to the ways these characters are both similar and other simultaneously and thus 
the ways that the film and its paratexts might foster a bisexual spectator. Halle Berry and Tom 
Hanks, two of the film’s biggest stars, feature prominently in the extended first look, 
exemplifying this idea. Similar shots present the pair meeting each other’s gaze in different 
guises, as Luisa Rey and Dr Sachs, party guests, and Meronym and Zachry. Although each of 
these sequences presents a heteronormative image in terms of gender, they also contribute to 
the film’s larger characterisation of desire as universal, timeless and ultimately beyond the 
individual’s control. The connections suggested between these two souls, and the various other 
romantic pairings presented in the film, exist beyond the physical alone and cannot be 
constrained by time, space, race or nationality. As such, desire becomes marked by an 
irrationality and pervasiveness that exceeds the corporeal. By accentuating the film’s 
exploration of boundaries and the ways that desire and subjectivity surpass them, the trailer and 
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extended first look attune viewers to the film’s fluidity and queer potential. Some of the most 
boundary-defying themes and images in the film are selected and made salient in the film’s 
paratexts. Thus the film’s framing avoids the type of simplification that may have heightened its 
commercial viability. Instead, the marketing of Cloud Atlas amplifies its complexity and 
resistance of easy categorisation in ways that invite a bisexual reading.  
 
Further destabilising conventional binaries, the paratextual framing of Cloud Atlas also blurs 
boundaries with a series of featurettes offering commentary on the film and its production from 
the cast and crew. A short clip titled “Director’s Commentary Intro” was available as a 
companion piece with the extended first look. The clip presents the film’s three directors offering 
insight into the film’s inception and introducing the trailer. Rather than chatting informally, the 
directors deliver their scripted lines in tandem, mirroring the film’s themes of connectedness and 
multiplicity. The style and tone of the clip distinguish it from the cool and casual reflection we 
might expect of a director’s commentary, with the tandem delivery ultimately creating a comic 
effect. It also draws further attention to the film’s directorial ensemble. The directors divulge in 
unison that, “the experts all said it was too complicated. And three directors, how’s that going to 
Figure 4.4 Halle Berry’s various incarnations. Images of Halle Berry throughout the 
extended trailer as (L-R from top): Luisa Rey, one of the native women, an Indian party 
guest, and Jocasta. 
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work?” Explaining that Warner Brothers ultimately agreed to distribute the film domestically, the 
trio adds that the film is still an independent production, noting crossover between the film’s 
global narratives and its globalised financing. This reflection reiterates the film’s thematic 
exploration of hybridity and boundary-crossing. It also emphasises its craftsmanship and the 
creative team’s struggle to bring their artistic vision to fruition. These ideas align the big-budget 
project unexpectedly with art cinema.  A number of featurettes were also circulated before the 
film’s release, further heightening the project’s characterisation as an art film, produced by a 
visionary ensemble. With titles like “An Actor’s Dream,” “A Multitude of Drops,” and “Bringing 
Cloud Atlas to Life”, these featurettes blend sequences from the film with behind-the-scenes 
footage and commentary from the cast, the directors and the novelist David Mitchell. These 
featurettes further accentuate the film’s indie and artistic credentials; the cast laud the 
innovation and prowess of Tykwer and the Wachowskis, while the directors commend the 
performance of their cast.  
 
The prominence of ambiguity and complexity in the film’s marketing is conducive to a bisexual 
reading, but not necessarily to financial success. A number of critics align the film’s poor box 
office opening with its marketing. Forecasting a weak opening for the film, Ray Subers 
describes Cloud Atlas as “one of the toughest sells in recent memory,” adding that the emphasis 
of the film’s marketing campaign on connectedness and imagery “probably looks too baffling for 
mainstream audiences” (“Forecast”). Following the film’s release, and the realisation of Subers’ 
prediction, other articles reported similar criticism of the film’s marketing (see, for instance: Phil 
Hoad’s “Cloud Atlas: how Hollywood failed to put it on the map;” Ray Subers’ “Weekend Report: 
'Argo' Ahead of Four Dreadful Debuts;” Kevin Jagernauth’s “European Distributor Says 'Cloud 
Atlas' Was Too Intellectual For American Audiences”). Amongst concerns about the film’s 
staggered global release, and its complicated narrative, the trailers and posters promoting the 
film were also singled out as problematic from a marketing perspective. This criticism indicates 
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not only that these paratexts are unusually distinct from more conventional film marketing, but 
also reflects a view that the film’s resistance to easy categorisation is a dilemma for mainstream 
audiences.  
 
In critical terms, the marketing of Cloud Atlas reflects its status as “low concept” (Wyatt 7), but 
this is incongruous with its large budget and economic need for sizeable box office takings. In 
his book High Concept: Movies and Marketing in Hollywood, Justin Wyatt defines low concept 
films in contrast to high concept films. Whilst a high concept film can be “succinctly described in 
a ‘pitch’”, low concept films, like Cloud Atlas, “cannot be reduced readily to a concept or a single 
ad-line” (7).  Despite the popularity and fame of the film’s directors, its star-studded cast, 
expensive production and fantastical story world, Cloud Atlas is also marked by “disparate 
themes and complexity” (Wyatt 7). Opting to emphasise the latter, the film’s paratextual framing 
is nuanced and perplexing in ways that challenge viewers and monosexual reading strategies. 
This framing brings particular salience to the film’s preoccupation with otherness and outsiders.  
 
Yet, rich with complexity, the film’s paratexts also undermine the very binaries that fortify 
otherness, particularly the oppositions of self and other, good and bad, art house and 
blockbuster. Although Cloud Atlas and its paratexts seem better placed for raising questions 
and conundrums than answering them, it can be speculated that the established bisexuality of 
Frobisher’s literary incarnation, paired with the film’s ambiguous framing, encourage bisexual 
readings and challenge the binaries underpinning monosexual reading practices - thus making 
the subtlety of Frobisher’s on-screen bisexuality more readily discerned by viewers.  
Characterising the margins: The Hangover Part III 
 
Marshall: Mr Leslie-fucking-Chow. You introduced a virus into my life. 
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Phil: Oh, God. What did he do? 
Marshall: He fucked me in the ass. 
Alan: Oh, he does that from time to time.  
Marshall: Not literally. Jesus! 
The Hangover Part III 
 
The Hangover Part III is distinct from the other films in this chapter. In addition to having the 
biggest budget and being the highest-grossing film of the corpus, it is also the only sequel. The 
Hangover Part III is the final film in the hugely popular Hangover franchise, and features the 
recurring lead characters, or “the Wolfpack”, Phil, Stu, Doug, and Alan, as well as the 
franchise’s recurring bisexual scoundrel, Chow. Unlike the flashback structure of the first two 
films, where the Wolfpack recount the misadventures of a bachelor party and meet the deadline 
of a wedding, the third film is structurally distinct. The Hangover Part III does not revolve around 
matrimonial preparations; instead, it begins with a funeral. After his father’s death, Alan’s family 
stages an intervention to deal with his increasingly outlandish behaviour (the latest casualty of 
his antics being a deceased giraffe). Alan agrees to attend rehabilitation on the proviso that his 
Wolfpack reunite and escort him to a rehab facility in Arizona. When the Wolfpack is intercepted 
by the film’s villain, Marshall, Doug is kidnapped. Stu, Phil and Alan must track down Leslie 
Chow, who owes Marshall money, in order to save Doug’s life. Like the other films in the series, 
and many others in the male ensemble or vulgar sex comedy genus, the narrative centres on a 
journey in which a deadline looms and debauchery ensues - much of which has queer and 
homoerotic connotations. Although the film’s blockbuster status may be at odds with the art 
house aesthetic often associated with bisexual representation, its vulgar comedy is well suited 
to an exploration of non-normative desires.   
Comedy and playfulness are crucial to the ways that The Hangover Part III explores bisexual 
desire. Because of its vulgar and comical treatment of non-normative desire, some may dismiss 
the film’s bisexual visibility as stereotypical and problematic. However, the franchise’s ability to 
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communicate and code bisexuality, whether in positive or negative ways, is worth critical 
attention. Like Robert Frobisher of Cloud Atlas, Leslie Chow is routinely described as bisexual in 
reviews (for examples, see Appendix 1). The franchise also explores other queer relationships 
between men, many of which involve the ambiguous intentions of its breakout star, Alan. Whilst 
the franchise as a whole includes broadly similar elements, the third film and its marketing afford 
particularly rich examples of mass-market or commercially lucrative bisexual representation. 
The film’s official entryway paratexts demonstrate that characterisation can be continued off 
screen, adding depth and ambiguity in ways that heighten a character’s queer potential.   
 
As a subgenre of comedy, the bromance film offers bisexual possibilities because it makes 
relationships between men, most of who are, have been or hope to be married to a woman, its 
focus. A number of scholars have observed that “on the surface at least, bromances promise 
opportunities for gender subversion and seem to offer richly heterodoxical possibilities” (Brook 
249; see also San Filippo; Hurbidge). Notably, however, discussions of the bromance film often 
pivot on the erasure of bisexuality by ignoring or overlooking the possibility of 
nonmonosexuality: if the men involved in bonding have girlfriends or wives, then homoeroticism 
becomes renounced. This is also a trope of many bromance films, which tend to posit domestic 
stasis as their endpoints; for instance, the first two films in The Hangover franchise conclude 
with weddings. As San Filippo argues, though, the comic qualities of the bromance make it a 
particularly “conducive vehicle for the articulation of bisexuality” (B Word 177). She argues that 
because these films are “liberated from the responsibilities of realism, comedy can venture 
beyond the confines of everyday conventionality, so as to defamiliarize the compulsory 
monosexuality that governs our logic of desire” (San Filippo B Word 178). The Hangover Part III 
exemplifies this more than the other films in the franchise.  
 
Whilst comedy facilitates Alan and Chow’s unconventional performances of masculinity, it also 
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confirms the characters’ deviance and abnormality. As a consequence, some of the 
transgressions of compulsory monosexuality presented in the film are rendered problematic by 
their comical reification of hegemonic masculinity and heterosexuality. For instance, unorthodox 
portrayals of the male body provide fodder for much of the comedy throughout The Hangover 
franchise. In Part III, the exhibitionism that viewers have come to expect of both Alan and Chow 
continues. For instance, a shirtless Alan digs a grave; Chow’s penis is exposed in the film’s final 
scene. The confidence and comfort that these characters demonstrate in their nudity amongst 
other men is part of their camp otherness and contrasts with the portrayal of Phil, the Wolfpack’s 
“alpha male” character, who remains fully clothed. Alan and Chow are the characters we laugh 
at, not with. Part of this humour stems from the pair’s failed masculinity, or feminisation. The 
multitude of exposed women throughout the first two films can be seen to reflect and heighten 
Chow and Alan’s alignment with femininity. Read through a monosexist lens, the objectification 
of female bodies throughout the first two films may also allay homoerotic anxiety on the part of 
both the male characters and viewers.  
 
In contrast to the previous two instalments in the franchise though, the third film includes 
instances of transgression that are less easily dismissed as comical or contained within a 
heteronormative paradigm.  The Hangover Part III does not allay homophobic anxiety with 
exaggerated female nudity or the promise of heterosexual nuptials as the earlier films did. In 
fact, bare breasts are entirely absent from The Hangover Part III – a remarkable contrast to the 
rest of the franchise. The film is also bereft of a looming wedding. This absence heightens the 
homoerotic potential between the protagonists who are neither celebrating a bachelor party (and 
thus heterosexual masculinity) nor working together to ensure the accomplishment of marriage 
(and thus heterosexual maturity). Instead, The Hangover Part III begins with the death of one of 
the franchise’s patriarchs, Alan’s father. Rather than being concentrated on a bachelor party 
gone awry, as the first two films are, The Hangover Part III sees the Wolfpack enacting an 
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intervention and escorting Alan to rehabilitation. From the outset, then, the film is focused on 
facilitating Alan’s reclaiming of self-determination and independence rather than heterosexual 
monogamy. In keeping with the first two pictures, the film ultimately concludes with a wedding, 
when Alan marries an equally awkward pawnshop owner named Cassie. However, the film’s 
post-credit sequence undermines any stability Alan’s nuptials might suggest.  
 
Throughout the franchise, closing credit sequences serve to destabilise matrimonial stasis and 
offer viewers a parting chance to indulge in the hijinks of the Wolfpack. Rounding out each film 
in this way, the franchise can be seen to celebrate the perverse. Like many bromance films, The 
Hangover franchise has been described as offensively heteronormative by some and strikingly 
subversive by others. Heather Brook argues, “The Hangover offers little if any space for 
subversion in either gender performance or sexual orientation” (255). She reaches this 
conclusion, in part, on the basis that gender and sexual transgression in the film is merely 
“transgression to be righted and restored to a heteronormative stasis” (255). However, such a 
reading fails to acknowledge the ways transgression plays out in temporally disruptive ways in 
the closing credits and paratexts of the films. Of the use of photographic montages during the 
credits of The Hangover, Lesley Harbidge writes:  
The prominence given to these moments, not least by ensuring that the images from Stu’s 
camera are the very last things they, and we, see, might undercut any easy reinstatement of the 
status quo and complete negation of male camaraderie. Indeed, and exactly as in the sequel, the 
succession of images that features in the closing credits sequence of The Hangover captures the 
men, and their bodies, at their most grotesque and liberated. (10) 
Playfully violating the ostensible conclusiveness of matrimony, these closing sequences 
privilege the debauchery and journey of the characters over the stasis of marriage. However, 
the third film in the series does not continue the concluding photographic montage tradition. 
Instead, in a more disruptive challenge to the heteronormative maturity and stasis of marriage, 
the film concludes with a sequence depicting the morning after Alan and Cassie’s wedding (see 
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figure 4.5). In a clear ode to the morning-after sequence of the first film, Alan, Cassie, Stu and 
Phil wake up together in a Las Vegas hotel room. The closing sequence reveals that the 
traditional wedding night consummation has been replaced with a raucous night akin to an 
extended bachelor party, completely destabilising expectations of matrimony in favour of an 
image of polyamory and sexual fluidity.  
 
This final sequence suggests the Wolfpack’s behaviour has not changed and seemingly never 
will, with the principal exception that at the conclusion of the film and the franchise a woman has 
been invited into the fold, heightening the potential for a bisexual reading. The diversity of the 
male characters also exacerbates the sequence’s bisexual meaning. For instance, Stu and his 
new breasts lend the sequence a notably queer inflection by destabilising easy distinctions 
between sex, gender and sexual orientation binaries.  The emergence from the master bedroom 
of Chow, who has demonstrated his penchant for bisexual group sex throughout the film, lends 
the scene strong orgiastic implications. Indeed, orgies are suggested throughout the franchise 
as a whole in less pronounced ways. As Harbidge observes of the first film, it is the Wolfpack’s 
insecurity about what may have passed between them during the hours they cannot recall which 
Figure 4.5 Polymorphous perversity in The Hangover Part III. This sequence, which concludes 
the franchise as a whole, emphasises queer modes of masculinity and desire.  
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makes them most awkward and paranoid with one another the morning after (8). In contrast to 
the previous films’ photographic montages, and retracing of the men’s steps, The Hangover Part 
III does not offer any answers to what has transpired the night before. Instead, the franchise’s 
closing frames revel in a suggestive scene of sexual immaturity and polymorphous perversity. 
As a consequence, the film’s queer connotations are not as readily undermined or disregarded. 
Although regressive homophobia, sexism and racism certainly exist throughout the franchise, 
the conclusion’s refusal to right sexual transgressions or restore stasis is subversive and 
challenges the monogamous monosexuality that might be anticipated in these films. Arguably all 
of the films in the series emulate this in their celebratory photographic montages. However, in 
the third film this excess is not contained as a flashback, pre-dating matrimony, but instead as 
an extension of the narrative’s linear progression. 
 
Uncontained queer meanings are also developed and shaped off screen in the paratextual 
realm.  For instance, “Alan’s Facebook” (see figure 4.6), a product of the film’s official marketing 
campaign, highlights the ways that paratexts can perpetuate characterisation and offer an 
opportunity for queer meanings to be explored in greater detail. In keeping with Alan’s 
characteristic sciolism, the “Facebook” is in fact a Tumblr page. Digital Media Management, the 
company tasked with creating the marketing text, cites the franchise’s quirky characters and 
their relationships as inspiration. Visitors to “Alan’s Facebook” are greeted by an “in-world” 
experience (Digital Media Marketing), which transgresses fictional boundaries, inviting them into 
Alan’s world – or Alan into their own lives. On the Tumblr page, reblogged images and memes 
from real users’ Tumblr pages commingle with fictional posts from Alan, including childlike 
crayon illustrations and edited photographs. The page effectively captures the quirky, childlike 
and camp aspects of Alan’s character. More than merely capturing Alan’s character, though, the 
page itself contributes to his characterisation both through its posts and “Alan’s” responses to 
questions submitted by fans. When a fan asks, “Hey Alan, what’s your favourite colour?”, for 
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example, the answer is “Mauve obviously!”. 
 
The potential bisexual meanings of Alan’s camp peculiarities are particularly heightened in the 
online space of the Tumblr page, which presents a variety of posts with queer and feminine 
connotations. These include stills from Magic Mike, infamous for its sexualisation of male bodies 
and queer following, with images of Alan photoshopped onto Channing Tatum’s body or into the 
frame beside him. Images of cupcakes, butterflies, and a gif (moving image) of a shirtless man 
thrusting his pelvis as rainbows erupt from his groin are also featured. These posts magnify the 
more subtle references to queer culture made by Alan in the first two films, making his 
ambiguous sexuality more salient. Along similar lines, his erotically charged relationships with  
Chow and Phil are also reflected on the Tumblr page. In one of a series of letters scrawled in 
crayon to Chow, for instance, Alan includes a sketch of what he terms his “best friend”, Phil. The 
image is tagged with the caption: “Phil’s hair even looks good in my drawing!” Another 
illustration of Phil is accompanied by the caption: “Even as a drawing he’s just so darn 
handsome!” Alan’s admiration of Phil is undercut by his childlike naiveté, another characteristic 
exaggerated by the Tumblr page, as well as his (misguided) identification with Phil’s “alpha 
male” qualities (including his muscular physique, physical toughness and womanising). 
Nevertheless, homoeroticism between the two characters remains evident both within the film 
and many of its paratexts.  
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Insights to Alan’s relationship with Chow can also be gained from the Tumblr page. For 
example, visitors to the site learn that since the action of the second film and Chow’s 
Figure 4.6 “Alan’s Facebook.” Top: homepage and archive for the 
promotional Tumblr page, “Alan’s Facebook.” Bottom: one of the 
posts from the page: Alan’s face photoshopped onto Channing 
Tatum’s body in a still from Magic Mike.  
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imprisonment in a Thai jail, Alan has sent him a cat poster, a series of illustrations, and an 
update on the return of the McRib. He has also befriended a Nigerian prince who promises $50 
000 000 and Chow’s release from prison. The miscellaneous posts on “Alan’s Facebook” draw 
on details from the existing films, but also elaborate on Alan’s character and his relationships. 
Marked by eccentricity and polysemy, the Tumblr contributes to characterisation by magnifying 
Alan’s idiosyncrasies, including his close and unconventional, potentially romantic bonds with 
Chow and Phil. The Tumblr page offers a unique mode of characterisation because it exists in a 
temporal format that allows users to engage with the posts as frequently and in any order that 
they wish, without entailing resolution or containment. This disruption of conventional narrative 
and viewing temporality also lends itself to a bisexual reading in that it abnegates closure and 
fosters ambiguity. Thus visitors are offered the power to read the posts in bisexual ways without 
impediment.  
 
The posters for The Hangover Part III offer further insights into the film’s characters and their 
potential for bisexual readings. In addition to the official theatrical poster discussed in the 
previous chapter, two further poster series accompanied the film’s release. One series features 
six posters that present the characters in action, resembling stills from the film. Chow appears in 
three of these posters. In one poster he is by himself, flying through the sky over Las Vegas, 
attached to a parachute with his tongue hanging out. This poster corresponds to Chow’s escape 
out of a hotel room window in the third film. In another poster, Stu stands on the street with a 
vulnerable Chow (seemingly injured or dead) in his arms – corresponding to a scene in the third 
film in which Stu hits Chow with his car. It is in the third poster, however, that bisexuality is most 
strongly suggested (See figure 4.7). Centring on the relationship between Alan and Chow, who 
are both married to women by the end of the third film, this poster differs from the others by 
depicting an intense intradiegetic gaze between two characters. Examining popular movie 
posters of various genres emphasises the unusualness of this poster. Few blockbuster posters 
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exist without at least one character gazing out at the viewer; even fewer present such an 
intense intradiegetic gaze between two characters.  
 
In contrast to the official theatrical poster for The Hangover Part III, where all three lead 
characters look directly at the viewer, with sunglasses shading their eyes in a highly stylised, 
performative manner, this poster makes an offer rather than a demand. Neither Alan nor Chow 
Figure 4.7 Alan and Chow share a moment. This 
poster makes the potential attraction between Chow and 
Alan salient. Notably, the imagery on this poster does not 
correspond to a scene from within the film itself. 
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meets our gaze as viewers, and thus we are invited to reflect upon their proximity and 
suggested relationship. The fact that this poster does not clearly correspond to a scene or 
moment from the film imbues it with further significance and ambiguity, offering viewers the 
chance to interpret the poster as they please.  
 
Two distinct interpretations are likely to be prompted by such reflection. A heteronormative 
reading of the poster might suggest Chow and Alan gaze at one another as rivals. In this case, 
one might assume the destruction of Las Vegas in the background is part of the aftermath of 
their battle. An alternative, equally plausible reading might interpret Chow and Alan’s gaze as 
representing not rivalry but another type of intimate relationship. That Alan’s brow is slightly 
furrowed may suggest annoyance or a sense of yearning or smouldering desire. The proximity 
of the men’s faces, lips aligned, along with the ease of their expressions suggests intimacy. 
With blood and debris across their temples, the city burning behind them, the scene is set for a 
goodbye kiss, perhaps a celebratory embrace of their survival. This may suggest that the 
mayhem and antics of the franchise may ultimately lead to the union of Chow and Alan, 
characters who have both been marked as other and out of sync with the world around them 
throughout. Read in this way, the poster may be more evocative of a coupled resolution than the 
film itself.  
 
Alan and Chow’s gender transgression, sexual ambiguity and charged relationship can be 
traced throughout all three films in the franchise, so this poster’s obvious homoeroticism is not 
startling. What is perplexing about these characters and their relationship, though, is that Chow 
alone attracts the bisexual label in reviews. Insights into why this differentiation exists can be 
garnered by considering the way each is characterised.  One of Alan’s defining characteristics is 
his immaturity, a trait that is made especially prominent on the Tumblr page. Meaningfully, this 
immaturity can be understood to both present and disrupt bisexual potential.  Discussing teen 
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characters on television, Maria San Filippo observes that “younger-aged characters may be less 
readable as bisexual in some ways […] and more bi-suggestive in other ways” (B Word 205). 
Coming-of-age films or teen sex comedies provide further examples of this. In these contexts, 
characters who partake in bisexual behaviour often appear to be transitioning through a moment 
or phase. Marked by immaturity, the character’s bisexual behaviour may be understood to 
demonstrate a lack of understanding of boundaries, rather than an informed transgression of 
sexual taboos. Therefore, although such characters might commonly demonstrate bisexual 
desires or behaviour, they may not be readily understood to be bisexual. Whilst San Filippo 
references age specifically, her ideas can be extrapolated to characters like Alan who, 
regardless of their actual age, are marked by characteristics of youth, such as immaturity and 
naiveté. Read in this way, Alan’s immaturity and failure to understand or partake in appropriate 
adult relationships can be understood to foster his “bi-suggestiveness” at the same time that it 
disrupts any sense that he is a bisexual.  
 
By contrast, audiences more readily align Chow’s bisexual desires with a bisexual identity. 
When bisexual behaviour is aligned more explicitly with a bisexual identity it is commonly 
associated with an active disrespect for boundaries, and therefore a level of danger. The 
bisexual is aware of boundaries, but demonstrates no obeisance for them. This distinction 
between bisexual characters and the behaviourally bisexual but ultimately immature figure 
discussed above is useful for theorising the distinct interpretations of Alan and Chow.  In 
contrast with Alan, who lives with his parents in a state of arrested development, Chow is an 
imposing drug lord and international criminal.  As noted previously, bisexual identity is 
commonly aligned with characters who are more immediately threatening, powerful or 
deliberately deceptive. Chow fits this description, kidnapping, stealing and threatening harm 
throughout all three films. Alan is also guilty of duplicity throughout the franchise. For instance, 
he drugs his friends without their knowledge, leading to disastrous consequences in the first two 
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films. However, his actions are often ill-conceived and motivated by a childlike need to belong. 
Ultimately, then, Chow embodies a danger and experience that Alan does not. As the 
franchise’s lovable antagonist, Chow typifies the bisexual villain who has no desire to fit in. 
Despite the fact that both he and Alan demonstrate bisexual desires, Chow’s alignment with 
danger, villainy and hedonism seem to mark him apart and contribute to his reception as an 
“evil, effeminate bisexual gangster” (Szymanski).  
 
Notably, these traits are exaggerated by the ways that Chow is portrayed in the paratexts 
promoting The Hangover Part III. A particularly strong example of this is the “Chow Mouth!” app 
(see figure 4.8). Created as part of The Hangover Part III marketing campaign, the app was 
available for free download in app stores and promoted on the film’s official website. In contrast 
to the bizarre but innocent ramblings of “Alan’s Facebook,” the app enables users to select from 
a collection of Chow quotes from the films. Once a quote is selected, an extreme close-up of 
Chow’s mouth, which users are encouraged to hold in front of their own, appears and relays the 
selection. Unlike the awkward, but ultimately naïve, offerings at “Alan’s Facebook,” users of the 
Chow app are presented with a list of crude quotations to choose from such as:  “I’ll give you 
anything. You wanna fuck on Chow? I’ll make fuck with you right here. Take you to Chinese 
paradise. I’ll nibble on your balls,” “Chow used to be on top of the world. I had whores in all zip 
codes!” and “I can’t feel my nuts. Would you rub them and make sure they’re ok? Then I can 
splooge. Thank you. Oh Aah. Thank you.” As these examples reveal, the joke of the app is 
consistent with the film’s characterisation of Chow as being crudely open about his sexuality 
and speaking broken English in a stereotyped Chinese accent. The grotesque close-up of his 
soft chin and chipped teeth further render his characterisation in the app as abject, not 
harmlessly offbeat like Alan. Although fans of the films may recall the context of these sexually 
charged quotations, in the app many of Chow’s remarks have unclear reference points and can 
be directed at anyone, regardless of gender. This emphasises Chow’s sexual fluidity whilst also 
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encouraging users to partake in their own ambiguous play with the app. In addition to 
emphasising Chow’s hypersexuality, the app also makes his aggression and villainy salient. 
These traits, and thus the app itself, can be linked to Chow’s recognised status as bisexual.  
 
The Hangover Part III indicates that the representation of bisexual desire, and explicitly bisexual 
characters, is feasible within commercially driven cinema. The expensive and extensive 
marketing campaigns of blockbuster films - which may include multiple sets of posters, trailers, 
Figure 4.8 Chow Mouth! App. Users are offered 
the opportunity to playfully re-appropriate Chow 
quotes.  
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apps, and websites - offer particularly rich potential for developing and shaping bisexual 
potential in the films they promote. By developing the subtle queer traits in the films, the Tumblr 
page offers greater exploration of Alan’s character and his relationships with Chow and Phil. 
Though the Chow app relies more heavily on textual detail from the existing films, rather than 
offering new insights into the character, it functions in a comparable way by exaggerating and 
reiterating facets of his character. Of particular relevance to this analysis is the fact that traits 
emphasised by the Chow app can be aligned with Chow’s bisexual identity: hypersexuality, 
danger, aggression and a disregard for boundaries.  
 
The Hangover Part III continues the franchise’s exploration of homoeroticism and masculine 
performativity on screen. However, it also diverges from the first two films by withholding a 
sense of stasis at its conclusion that would neatly defuse this eroticism. Even without its 
paratextual framing, then, the film manages to code queer and bisexual desires. Yet, as seen 
here, the characterisation of Alan and Chow in the film’s paratexts further imbues the film with 
queer meanings by developing their non-normative desires and relationships in the paratextual 
realm. The off-screen extensions of these characterisations can also be understood to queer, or 
at least disrupt the heteronormativity, of blockbuster cinema more broadly by mainstreaming, or 
popularising bisexual desire.  
 
Prescribed reading: Side Effects 
 
Emily: I read somewhere that there's a difference between tears of joy and tears of rage. Is that 
true? It's in the chemistry, but you can't tell by looking, they all just look like tears. 
Side Effects 
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Fundamentally, Side Effects is a cautionary tale about the limitations of perception. The film 
commences with a panning shot that is evocative of the famous opening from Psycho 
(Hitchcock 1960); these opening frames, and the bloody kitchen on which the camera settles 
within an apartment, offer an indication of the suspense to come. After serving a prison 
sentence for insider trading, Martin Taylor is released and reunites with his wife Emily. Bereft of 
the luxury of their former life, the couple struggle to adapt to a small apartment, especially 
Emily, who conceals her difficulty to manage both Martin’s return and her ongoing mental 
instability. After a failed suicide attempt, Emily is assigned as a patient to Dr Jonathon Banks 
who prescribes Emily a new anti-depressant drug called Ablixa. When Emily unwittingly stabs 
Martin to death whilst sleepwalking (a side effect of Ablixa), concerns that Banks may be guilty 
of misconduct arise. Yet all is not as it seems. It becomes apparent that Emily has deceived 
Banks with the assistance of her co-conspirator and lover, Dr Victoria Siebert. This bisexual 
revelation functions as a plot device, a titillating twist in the narrative of Side Effects. Emily and 
Siebert are also revealed to be keen manipulators, who have exploited both Banks and the 
stock market.  
 
As one of three Steven Soderbergh films in the sample,10 Side Effects reflects a number of the 
wider thematic concerns of the auteur’s oeuvre. R. Barton Palmer and Steven M. Sanders 
observe that Soderbergh’s work “consistently challenge[s] the viewer in their engagement with 
the difficulty of obtaining secure knowledge, the perhaps pointless quest for frameworks of 
understanding […,] the false optimism of therapeutic culture, the often fruitless attempt to 
distinguish appearance from reality, and the constant search for justification and redemption” (4-
5). Although this reflection on Soderbergh’s work comes from an earlier study of his films, the 
concerns Palmer and Sanders identify are also encapsulated in Side Effects. As will be seen, 
                                               
10 The other two being Behind the Candelabra and Magic Mike.  
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these thematic concerns are also linked to the film’s paratextual framing.  
 
Whilst some reviewers of the film allude to both Emily and Siebert as bisexual in the text 
selection process, Side Effects returned fewer overt bisexual results than the other films. In 
contrast with the ways reviewers firmly attribute bisexuality to Chow and Frobisher, Side Effects 
attracts more vague references, such as the comment that it includes “at least one evil bisexual” 
(Miraudo). These veiled comments seem to reflect the role that bisexuality plays in the film’s 
plot, rather than the ways the film’s characters are coded. The less explicit references to the 
bisexuality of particular characters can be understood as a product of reviewers’ efforts to avoid 
revealing the film’s third act plot twist. Despite having less overt examples of bisexual reception, 
Side Effects offers a distinctive example of the ways that monosexual reading practices can be 
exploited to conceal bisexual meaning in plain view. Discerning how Emily is coded as bisexual 
in the film is relatively straightforward: she is shown being intimate with both her husband, 
Martin, and her female lover, Siebert. Moreover, she is depicted as manipulative, dangerous, 
greedy and duplicitous in ways that align her clearly with the bisexual archetype theorised by Jo 
Eadie (“That’s Why”). Yet the film’s paratextual framing plays with monosexual assumptions 
whilst titillating with bisexual eroticism, simultaneously suggesting and concealing bisexual 
meanings. This framing ultimately unsettles viewers’ first impressions and encourages self-
reflection.  
 
In contrast with the two films discussed above, the paratexts for Side Effects exploit the 
eroticism and sexual appeal of its cast in ways that produce bisexual displays and encourage 
bisexual spectatorship. These effects can be understood as a cumulative result of expectations 
associated with the cast, as well as how the paratexts present them. Reviewing Side Effects, 
Pramaggiore observes that ignoring the associations between the cast and their previous roles 
is difficult. For instance, Mara, as Emily, plays “the disturbed [bisexual] girl with the depressive 
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affect but without the dragon tattoo” (“Two Bad Girls” 410). By contrast, Channing Tatum, the 
“Hollywood hunk du jour [...] retains the feel-good stripper aura that surrounded his character in 
Magic Mike” (Pramaggiore “Two Bad Girls” 409). Viewers may also be reminded of Zeta-Jones’ 
own publicised struggle with bi-polar disorder and her lesbian role as Theo in The Haunting 
(1999) (Pramaggiore “Two Bad Girls” 410), or of Law’s highly publicised romantic misconduct in 
his private life, including an affair with his former nanny. Accentuating the erotic connotations of 
its cast, the Side Effects Facebook page positioned all four leads as objects of desire before the 
film’s release. Side Effects was not promoted using multiple series of posters or trailers, but the 
film’s official Facebook page functioned as an active part of its marketing. Most of the images 
posted on the page draw attention to the allure of the cast members. Some even offer 
suggestive captions: a still from the film featuring Jude Law asks: “Could Jude Law cure your 
case of the Mondays?”; another still depicts Martin and Emily embracing and exclaims: 
“Thrilling, sexy, cool - and that’s just the cast!” A later post states: “Happy New Year! We hope 
this picture of Channing Tatum in Side Effects Movie is just what the doctor ordered”. Indeed, 
the Facebook page places particular emphasis on Tatum’s reputation as a sex symbol (see 
figure 4.9). Including a variety of magazine covers, modelling photographs, and even a meme, 
the official Facebook page overtly exploits Tatum’s sexual appeal. 
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Figure 4.9 Exploiting Channing Tatum’s erotic appeal. These images provide a selection of the 
Channing Tatum related posts on the Side Effects Facebook page. As these images and a variety of 
others on the page make clear, Tatum’s erotic appeal is exploited by the film’s marketing.  
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Tatum’s prominence on the Facebook page is significant to an analysis of the ways the film 
encourages a bisexual reading. His eroticised persona can be aligned with Marjorie Garber’s 
discussion of stars like Laurence Olivier and Marlene Dietrich (Garber 142), or San Filippo’s 
analysis of leads like Keanu Reeves and Angelina Jolie (B Word 20-21). Like these stars, Tatum 
“project[s] erotic malleability” and thus possesses “the power to embody the fantasies of a 
diverse fan base” (San Filippo B Word 20).Tatum’s success and popularity in a variety of roles, 
his marriage of hypermasculinity and more effeminate qualities (dancing and sexual 
objectification), and his public declarations of attraction to men and women heighten his erotic 
appeal. They also ensure that his image invites a multitude of spectatorial gazes – both of lust 
and identification – from viewers of various sexual orientations and genders. With Tatum cast 
alongside Zeta-Jones and Law, both heralded as sex symbols, and the mysterious, at times 
androgynous, Rooney Mara, Side Effects presents viewers with “objects of bisexual desire” 
(Hemmings Bisexual Spaces 136) for pleasurable gazing. The film’s paratexts, which privilege 
spectacle over narrative, are particularly exemplary of this. For instance, the film’s official 
poster, analysed in Chapter three, presents four alluring figures for the viewer to gaze upon.  
 
At the same time as both the poster and trailer for Side Effects appeal to a bisexual gaze, the 
recurrence of such appeals in film marketing more generally mean that the pervasiveness of 
monosexual reading practices ultimately mask the film’s more pronounced engagement with 
bisexual desire. That is, the fact that these texts offer bisexual displays, in isolation, is not 
particularly striking, or likely to reveal the film’s plot twist, because such titillation is not unusual 
in the realm of marketing, as discussed in Chapter two. This is not to admonish these texts, 
however, or the significance of bisexual desire in film promotion. In fact, arguably the film’s 
marketing appropriates the pervasiveness of bisexual suggestion in order to present a 
polysemous framing of the film that facilitates bisexual possibility whilst also exploiting the 
prevalence of monosexist assumptions, preserving the film’s plot twist and exploiting its 
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thematic interest in paranoia and the instability of knowledge and seeing.  
 
Reviews of the film are also central to understanding this sleight of hand in the film’s paratextual 
framing. The film’s third act revelations have been acclaimed by a number of reviewers as 
genuinely surprising and compelling. In their avoidance of spoiling these surprises, reviewers 
tend not to articulate direct references to bisexuality. However, because the revelation of Emily’s 
bisexuality and her relationship with Siebert is a fundamental facet of the film’s plot twist, it can 
be assumed that in many of these instances allusions to the film’s representation of bisexuality 
are being made. When reviewers note that the film’s ambiguous marketing conceals its twists 
successfully, then, it can be presumed they include bisexuality amongst these twists. One 
reviewer explains:  
Side Effects still delivers a much richer story than the trailers indicate. On the surface, it could 
easily be dismissed as a generic psychological thriller but a number of the film’s better moments 
depend on surprises that have (thankfully) been left out of the marketing – meaning that 
moviegoers who see Side Effects will find a much more compelling progression than they might 
have originally thought. (Kendrick) 
Another reviewer shares his frustration with trailers that reveal too much, and commends the 
Side Effects trailer as a “rare” gift from “the movie Gods,” adding: “thankfully the marketing 
department […] was asleep, on vacation, or hopefully just in their right minds at the time, 
because this is a superb thriller that no one saw coming” (Owen). Regardless of the trailer’s 
bisexual suggestiveness, then, monosexual reading practices appear to have dominated some 
viewers’ reception of this paratext, rendering bisexuality a revelation within the film. 
 
Monosexual reading practices ensure bisexuality is unlikely to be assumed by dominant 
readings unless it is destabilised by bisexual reading strategies or expressed directly. This 
propensity cements the success of the marketing of Side Effects in attracting viewers without 
revealing its plot in advance. Both the film and its paratexts capitalise on the pervasiveness of 
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monosexual thinking before destabilising these expectations.  Like the characters within the film, 
viewers are tricked by their assumptions and their failure to better critically engage with the 
film’s paratexts, particularly its trailer. Viewers are especially likely to recognise the 
shortcomings of their assumptions if they engaged with the Side Effects Facebook page, which 
emphasised that the film’s limited paratexts could be interpreted as clues. For instance, one 
post directing users to the latest trailer teases: “The pieces of the puzzle are all falling into 
place. Catch the new Side Effects Movie trailer on Fandango to see if you can put it all 
together”. Another Facebook post encourages users to share their thoughts, asking, “think you 
know what’s coming?” In addition to increasing suspense, this framing encourages viewers to 
re-engage with the paratexts by suggesting the clues they need to pre-empt the film’s plot twists 
are available to them, waiting to be deciphered and put together. This results in a playful 
relationship between paratexts and the audiences that may prompt reflection. Reviewing the 
theatrical trailer after watching the film, as is encouraged on some DVD and VOD releases, the 
framing of potential bisexuality becomes much more salient. Watching the trailer with an eye for 
the connection between Siebert and Emily, viewers are more likely to observe the brief shots of 
the pair embracing and undressing. Some viewers may also reflect on how they missed these 
moments. This introspection resonates with the film’s psychiatric story world. One of the film’s 
other official entryway paratexts, the Ablixa website, can also be understood to encourage self-
analysis.  
 
Just as the film’s characters must confront disjuncture between appearances and reality, 
viewers face similar dilemmas as they are invited into the therapeutic culture of the film’s 
diegesis. This invitation was extended to potential viewers by an interactive website for the 
fictional drug Ablixa, which was launched in December of 2012, two months prior to the film’s 
release in February 2013. At the domain tryablixa.com, which is still active, users are greeted by 
what appears to be marketing for a genuine anti-depressant (see figure 4.10). Reflecting the 
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clichés of marketing in this product category, the Ablixa website is bright, bold and encourages 
visitors to “Take Back Tomorrow.” In addition to the logo and website itself, images of the Ablixa 
packaging, a mailing list, and a commercial promoting the drug enhance the site’s realism. Upon 
closer inspection, this realism is undermined by the barely visible disclaimer, “*Brought to you 
by Side Effects movie.” Further undermining the site’s realism is an image of Jude Law, which 
appears alongside the option to take a free evaluation. Opting to take an evaluation with one of 
Ablixa’s professionals takes visitors to an interactive video-based consultation with Dr Jonathan 
Banks, M.D.  Visitors are asked a series of questions by Banks (For instance, “Do you often feel 
helpless or hopeless?”) and asked to respond either yes or no. In a cynical reflection on the 
pharmaceutical industry, all participants are encouraged to seek out either Ablixa or further 
analysis. Even a reluctance to respond prompts comments like the following from Banks: “Hmm. 
Your prolonged pause indicates indecision. Which can, itself, be a symptom of depression.” A 
review of Side Effects in The Journal of the American Academy and Psychiatry and the Law 
Figure 4.10 The Ablixa homepage. Reflecting the clichés of marketing in this product 
category, the Ablixa website is bright, bold, and encourages visitors to “Take Back Tomorrow” 
by taking a free evaluation. 
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raises concerns about the ethics of the viral campaign, especially its online assessment: 
“although apparently benign and humorous, this marketing ploy exposes a flippant attitude 
toward depression” (Shand and Friedman 272). This is particularly evident when those who 
respond to questions such as, “have you had thoughts of hurting yourself?” by answering yes 
are recommended to take Ablixa, rather than being advised to seek professional medical help 
(Shand and Friedman 272). Yet, consideration of the ways that this campaign contributes to the 
film’s meaning has hitherto been unexamined, consistent with the ways such paratexts tend to 
be disregarded as merely marketing ploys. The implications of this aspect of the film’s 
paratextual framing should be considered because the Ablixa website and its interactive 
consultation have potential to prime potential viewers’ expectations of the film’s themes and 
characters.  
 
Visiting the Ablixa website, potential viewers are encouraged not only to reflect on and identify 
with the experience of depression, but also to adopt a position of subservience and suspicion. 
Taking a consultation with Dr Banks, visitors become patients who are questioned for personal 
reflection and information. In contrast to the comparable viral marketing strategy of ”Alan’s 
Facebook”, which offers visitors laughter and insights to the The Hangover franchise’s 
characters and their relationships, the Ablixa website encourages paranoia, cynicism and self-
examination. Despite their disparities, both the Ablixa website and “Alan’s Facebook” blur the 
boundaries of the film’s story world by bringing the characters’ reality and our own into collision. 
The disruption of this breakdown between reality and the story world is particularly emphasised 
in Side Effects by the recurring presence of Ablixa branding and imagery throughout the film. 
This disruption draws further attention to the film’s interest in interrogating the relationship 
between appearances and reality, between what seems significant and what really matters. In 
this way, the film’s framing reflects its thematic exploration of knowledge and deception and 
provides further commentary upon the limitations of reading either Siebert or Emily through a 
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monosexual lens.  
 
The consultation on the Ablixa website also has potential to mask the film’s bisexual potential 
and shape viewers’ expectations of the film’s characters and their relationships.  Although Emily 
does not appear on the website, visitors are encouraged to adopt a position that equates to 
hers, as Banks’ patient. Subsequently, viewers who partake in the online consultation may be 
Figure 4.11 The online consultation. As Dr Jonathon 
Banks, Jude Law poses a number of invasive questions to 
visitors who opt to take the online consultation.  
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more likely to identify with Emily whilst watching the film. Yet her absence from the Ablixa 
campaign also adds to the enigmatic quality that surrounds her character in both the trailer and 
poster. The website’s characterisation of Banks throughout the consultation is notable too. 
Sitting opposite Banks is likely to encourage visitors to see him as the film’s central character. 
This centrality is further suggested by the trailer, which executes a sleight of hand by distracting 
viewers’ attention from Emily and Siebert‘s relationship through raising suspicion of Banks and 
his motives. The Ablixa campaign assists in furthering this deceit by encouraging viewers to 
question the ethics of Banks’ motives. The cynicism viewers are likely to experience as Banks 
determinedly diagnoses them as being in need of Ablixa or further analysis echoes the trailer’s 
emphasis on pharmaceutical misconduct and exploitation. This centralising of Banks’ unethical 
practice and relationships in both the consultation and the trailer can also be understood to give 
prominence to his desires and erotic interests, obscuring the desires of the film’s two female 
leads, and thus its third act plot twist. 
 
In contrast to the other films in this chapter, the plot of Side Effects relies upon the simultaneous 
concealment and potential of bisexual desire in its marketing. The film’s framing must enable 
the possibility of bisexuality without making bisexual meanings explicit. As a consequence, 
many of the film’s official entryway paratexts are playfully polyvalent, both suggesting bisexual 
desire and relying on the reluctance of many viewers to identify it as such. The film’s trailer and 
poster both encourage bisexual gazing and make its exploration of transgressive desires 
prominent. Therefore, from a bisexual perspective, these texts evoke potential bisexual desire. 
But, approached from a monosexist perspective, these cues may be missed if viewed prior to 
watching the film. Analysis of the ways that Side Effects is framed highlights that the suggestion 
of bisexual desire in a film’s paratexts will not necessarily be interpreted as suggestive of 
bisexual identity on first viewing. By thematising introspection, self-analysis and paranoia 
though, the film and its paratexts ultimately encourage reflection on the pervasiveness of 
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monosexist reading practices. Upon watching the film, a viewer who revisits the trailer or recasts 
their gaze over the poster will recognise the limitations of their initial interpretations of these 
texts. Whilst Side Effects does not offer a particularly progressive or sympathetic representation 
of bisexuality either on screen or off, its paratexts offer a distinctive example of the ways that 
bisexual desire may be readily overlooked, unless it is made overt via dialogue or images of 
bisexual behaviour.       
 
In conclusion, examination of Cloud Atlas, The Hangover Part III, Side Effects and their 
respective paratexts indicates that bisexuality is more evident than might be expected on the 
theatrical release circuit. Its presence can be traced in various incarnations both on screen and 
paratextually. For the most part, the manifestation of bisexuality in paratexts is ambiguous. 
Nevertheless, paratexts may undermine binaries and monosexist reading practices or offer 
queer polysemy. The framing of Cloud Atlas, in particular, highlights this. However, bisexuality 
can also manifest paratextually in more overt ways, as indicated by some of the materials 
promoting The Hangover Part III. These films’ backgrounds as market-driven productions does 
not seem to have had significant bearing on their paratextual representation of bisexuality as 
may have been anticipated. In fact, unexpectedly, the blockbuster film The Hangover Part III 
presents some of the more pronounced examples of bisexual desire in its marketing.  
 
Yet despite this presence, in the three films and their paratexts discussed here, bisexuality is 
still characterised as divergent or unconventional.  The bisexual characters are marked by traits 
of otherness, including illness, social awkwardness, danger and marginalisation. Explicit images 
of bisexuality and bisexual reading strategies remain marked as unconventional in these 
paratexts. Thus whilst the general release circuit can and does circulate bisexual meanings, 
bisexual readings are often characterised as against the grain or other. They require active 
divergence from monosexual convention. By contrast, at the MQFF, film conventions and 
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audience expectations differ from the general release theatrical circuit. Rather than the 
assumed heteronormativity of audiences and films on the general release circuit, the queer film 
festival is marked by a unique set of expectations, reading strategies and films that are 
dedicated to exploring sexual desire in all its queer complexity.  The following chapter considers 
whether this makes the QFF more readily conducive to bisexual representations on and off 
screen.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: IS THERE A ‘B’ IN MQFF? 
BISEXUALITY ON THE QUEER FILM 
FESTIVAL CIRCUIT 
This chapter shifts focus to the niche realm of the QFF. This shift may seem sudden. However, 
as indicated in the introduction, this thesis seeks to explore a variety of representations that 
have attracted bisexual receptions by examining films from both the general release circuit and 
the queer festival circuit. QFFs are a crucial facet of the contemporary cinema landscape, 
particularly in regards to the ways that sexual identities are represented. Yet, little extant 
literature addresses QFFs, let alone the particularities of bisexual representation and reception 
in these spaces. This chapter’s shift from the focus of the previous chapter seeks to redress this 
oversight in the literature. But, more importantly, turning attention to QFFs also serves to 
strengthen the thesis’ overarching emphasis on the relationships between paratexts and 
bisexuality. Although the paratexts that are examined in this chapter can be distinguished from 
those examined previously in terms of form, the theoretical framework established in chapter 
two remains central, offering an opportunity to reflect on the similarities and divergences 
between the ways that bisexuality is re-presented and framed in the paratextual realm of these 
distinct exhibition contexts. The queer festival circuit is characterised by its own expectations, 
narrative conventions, reading practices and types of paratexts; as Samantha Searle explains, 
“the naming of festival events as queer and the assumption of a ‘freed’ space and shared 
collective identity shift[s] the range of ways in which films and videos can be read” (52). 
Acknowledging the specificities of this context, the chapter commences with a general overview 
of the QFF circuit and the ways that discourse and identity politics interplay with bisexual 
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representation and visibility, before concentrating more specifically on The Melbourne Queer 
Film Festival (MQFF). This focus on a particular festival provides an indicative but not 
exhaustive example of the diverse queer circuit. Examining films screened at the MQFF in either 
2013 or 2014 that received a bisexual reception, this chapter analyses each film’s program 
notes, arguing that these program notes play strong symbolic and practical roles within the 
festival. Therefore, the ways that the program renders bisexuality visible or not provides insight 
into the representation of bisexuality within festival discourse and the ways bisexual films are 
framed.  
 
Language matters: QFFs and sexual identity discourse 
As identity-based film festivals, the events that make up the QFF circuit differ from multiplex 
exhibition and other types of film festivals in a number of ways. Commercial interests, and 
therefore wide appeal, have typically motivated the distribution and marketing of films on the 
general release circuit. Whereas contemporary QFFs may also have commercial interests, the 
circulation and screening of films on the QFF circuit has strong political roots. As a 
consequence, QFFs are more overtly imbricated in sexual identity politics – not only in terms of 
the films they screen, but also in their relationship to queer counterpublics. Skadi Loist traces 
the origins of QFFs back to the 1960s and the founding of “several strands of identity-based film 
festivals – all with a corrective and self-affirming nature” (158). Mirroring the political impetus of 
black and women’s film festivals, the earliest QFFs aimed for the inclusion of homosexuals in 
mainstream culture and “were marked by positive imagery politics” (Loist 158-9).  
 
Debuting in San Francisco as The Gay Film Festival of Super-8 films in 1977, Frameline was 
the first QFF in the United States, and one of the first globally. Susan Stryker’s reflection on the 
festival in its 25th anniversary program describes the founders as “a loosely run collective” (19), 
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thriving in a subcultural context where “self-expression was everything and money was beside 
the point” (21). The event’s humble beginnings in an old community centre with a rented 
projector and a pinned-up sheet that served as a screen attest to this (Stryker 18). The founders 
described their newly established festival as “’a forum for our art,’” and a way of pooling “’talent, 
energy, and equipment to help each other’” (qtd in Stryker 3, my italics). From the outset, then, 
Frameline was delineated clearly by its organisers as a political event, a means of exhibiting 
and fostering the production of gay films ─ by and for a gay community. The “our” and “each 
other” in these objectives indicates a clear conception of community and highlights the 
significance of unity and visibility to the festival’s inception. In the years since, these tenets have 
become key political aims of many festivals on the contemporary queer circuit. The promotion of 
these aims manifests in two significant ways in this space: on screen via queer characters, 
themes, and stories, and off screen via the actualisation of queer audiences (Searle 9). 
 
Through the content they program, QFFs provide queer viewers with an opportunity to see 
themselves, or their desires, represented on screen. Hence, films screened in this context are 
largely anticipated to depict one or more queer characters. In this sense, the presumptive 
heterosexuality of characters in general release films is subverted in a queer context.  Whether 
this disruption enhances the possibility of decoding bisexuality, or merely replaces assumptions 
of heterosexuality with assumptions of homosexuality, however, is not clear. Indeed, there is 
unlikely to be a definitive answer to this question because the representation of bisexual 
potential on screen may vary from event to event depending on the types of queer cinema that 
are screened. Cindy Hing-Yuk Wong notes that different QFFs take diverse approaches to 
programming their content. Whereas New York’s MIX festival is “devoted to experimental 
cinema […] constantly questioning the boundaries of what constitutes gay or queer,” for 
instance, NewFest, another New York festival, “strives for gay visibilities, without questioning” 
what constitutes these identities (Hing-Yuk Wong 186). Although not all festivals are as easily 
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defined as these two examples, MIX and NewFest highlight an important political tension on the 
QFF circuit between content that affirms existing identity politics without reflection and 
challenging works that are more consistent with queer politics.  
 
The type of films that a festival screens and whether they adhere more strongly to the 
affirmative principles of gay and lesbian politics, the deconstructive project of queer politics, or 
somewhere in between or beyond these categories will impact the bisexual potential they offer.  
Films that adhere to “gay sensibilities without questioning” (Hing-Yuk Wong 186), for example, 
are more likely to reify monosexism and limit the perceptibility of bisexual identities. By contrast, 
films that question boundaries and aim to interrogate queer identities are likely to offer greater 
opportunities for thinking beyond monosexism. As will be seen, the extent to which a film is 
framed in these terms is also likely to have a bearing on its reception. For example, a film that 
explores bisexual desires may be framed by a festival in terms that prioritise same-sex 
attraction or a homosexual trajectory and thus impede bisexual legibility.  
 
In addition to the material congregating of bodies (Searle 9), the visibility that QFFs facilitate off 
screen is intricately connected with the paratexts they circulate. Constituting counterpublics, or 
“queer public spheres” (Searle 80), QFFs have the potential to both reproduce and question 
categorisations of queer cinema and the wider queer community. One of the major ways that 
they do this is via official festival paratexts. The meanings that are circulated by these paratexts 
play a pivotal role in framing the films that are screened. However, these festival paratexts are 
also crucial to the overall tone of a festival because they play a fundamental role in 
communicating and shaping its identity (Hogan 4). They also establish a sense of community. 
For instance, official festival paratexts can heighten inclusivity and off-screen visibility by naming 
groups in their titles or welcome addresses. Yet, by the same token, this discursive identity 
building also harbours the potential to marginalise certain groups and their narratives. Whilst 
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this marginalisation is likely to be unintended, it has the potential to delegitimise certain groups 
and films.  
 
Conflicts over QFF titles highlight the role that paratexts can play in resolving questions of who 
constitutes a QFF’s community and how that inclusion is expressed. The earliest festivals were 
usually named gay or gay and lesbian events. Over time, however, QFF titles have diversified in 
response to changing politics. Often these changes have been enacted to heighten inclusivity 
and ward off criticisms of partiality. Throughout the 1980s, for instance, many lesbian feminists 
criticised the male bias of QFFs. Subsequently, several events were renamed “gay and lesbian 
festivals”; others responded to the perceived power of discourse by inverting their titles to 
“‘lesbian and gay film festival[s]’” (Zielinski 982). Along similar lines, after extensive work by The 
Coalition for Unity and Inclusion, an organisation founded by bisexual and transgender activists, 
The New York Lesbian and Gay Film Festival changed its name in 2002 to The New York 
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender Film Festival. These titular additions manifest most 
saliently in the official paratexts such as, program notes, promotional posters, print 
advertisements and websites that accompany each year’s festival.  Additionally, they reveal 
some of the ways that QFFs have attempted to reflect the publics they address more fully, as 
well as a faith in discourse to symbolise and affect further change. Adding the term bisexual to 
an event’s title is significant in terms of off-screen visibility. Whether such an addition radically 
challenges monosexism is unclear, though, because “often, the word ‘bisexual’ shows up in an 
organization’s name or mission statement, but the group doesn’t offer programming that 
addresses the specific needs of bisexuals” (San Francisco Human Rights Commission 5). 
 
With the rise of queer theory, traditional identity politics have been challenged. In turn, this has 
brought instability to the founding tenets of QFFs, sparked a number of further festival name 
changes (for example, The Melbourne Queer Film Festival) and posed a challenge to the 
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prioritising of monosexual identities and concerns that marked the origins of QFFs. Queer 
politics are not primarily motivated by a desire for mainstream acceptance nor are they 
particularly interested in positive imagery. Rather than stressing the “similarity of homosexuals 
to heterosexuals, the new activists radicalised their politics under a proudly reappropriated 
moniker – the formerly derogatory term ‘queer’”, opting, instead, to celebrate and revel in their 
difference (Loist 160). Unlike the self-affirming tradition of the gay and lesbian movements, 
queer politics are identity-critical; accordingly, they offer “an all-inclusive, non-normative, non-
identitarian activism and theory” (Loist 160).  This conception of identity in flux is at odds with 
the traditional identity politics that underpin QFFs. As Judith Butler explains, if queer “is to be a 
site of collective contestation […] it will have to remain that which is, in the present, never fully 
owned, but always and only redeployed, twisted, queered from a prior usage” (Butler 173). In 
this way, queer politics can be understood to disrupt monosexism and the 
heterosexual/homosexual binary, which suggests greater opportunities for bisexual inclusion 
and legibility. 
 
Yet, at the same time that queer politics may benefit bisexual representation on the QFF circuit, 
the interpretation of queer outlined above may not be indicative of the ways the term queer is 
used by film festivals. The definition of queer offered previously “is mainly restricted to the 
academic debate whereas outside academic contexts queer is usually used in the sense of 
‘non-heterosexual’” (Motschenbacher 10). Rather than functioning for the general public as an 
identity-critical term, then, queer may instead serve as an umbrella term for festivals – providing 
a catchall for non-heterosexual identities without necessarily encouraging critical reflection on 
identity politics themselves. Because of this, adoption of the term by some festivals may mark 
an attempt at heightening inclusivity, but it may also mask tensions and thereby reify existing 
invisibilities. As seen in Chapter one, this conception of queer is not always beneficial to more 
marginalised identities such as bisexuality, which may continue to be excluded despite their 
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supposed inclusion under the term queer. Whilst adoption of the term queer by festivals can 
help to destabilise binaries and heighten inclusion, if the term is adopted in a festival’s title 
without a wider shift in discourse or a critical reflection upon identity politics it may actually serve 
to perpetuate exclusion and invisibility. Hence, the term may decrease specificity in ways that 
are damaging to underrepresented identities, such as bisexual and transgender individuals, 
without destabilising the perceptibility or prominence of gay and lesbian identities.  
 
Considering the wider discourse of QFFs and the marketing of festivals that do not adopt the 
Figure 5.1 Twitter users respond to the shOUT! poster. Top: One twitter 
user responding to the shOUT! Poster. Bottom: Another user expresses her 
dismay online, significantly noting "we all know how strong words are." 
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term queer illustrates some of the issues pertaining to bisexual representation that queer titles 
may serve to obscure. A strong case in point is the erasure of bisexuality in the marketing of the 
2014 shOUT! Film Festival.  Whilst this festival does not use the term queer in its title, it 
highlights the persistence of bisexual exclusion in clear terms. As seen in Chapter one, tension 
emerged in the early 1990s between queer theory’s disinterest in identity categories and the 
marginalisation of bisexuals. The example of shOUT!  indicates that the power that discourse 
(and subsequently paratexts) can wield continues to be underestimated by some event 
organisers, meaning bisexuality often continues to be elided in queer settings. In 2014, 
Newcastle’s shOUT! Film Festival was criticised for fostering bisexual erasure in its promotional 
materials. Although shOUT! was promoted as “a whole month of the best queer cinema from 
around the world,” (shoutfilmfestival.com) and purported to raise understanding of the LGBT+ 
community, its official poster has a notable absence (see figure 5.1). Despite circulating online 
with the LGBT hashtag, the poster branded the event as a “gay, lesbian & trans film festival.” 
Unhappy with the exclusion of bisexuality or bisexuals from the poster, Twitter users questioned 
whether this omission was a mistake or a conscious decision.  
 
One disgruntled social media user emailed the organisers about her concerns. The reply she 
received from the shOUT! organisers is published on her blog: “We fully recognise bisexuality 
and do use the term ‘LGBT’ where possible. However, we have chosen not to reference 
‘biphobia’ or bisexuality in our communications” (“Biphobia in allegedly inclusive spaces”). The 
email goes on to opine: “we believe (as does IDAHOT)11 that biphobia is inherently included 
under homophobia” because “the phobic responses exhibited towards those whom [sic] are 
bisexual are not in response to the heterosexual relationships these people maintain, but the 
same-sex (homosexual) relationships” (“Biphobia in allegedly inclusive spaces”). Although the 
                                               
11 International Day Against Homophobia and Transphobia (IDAHOT) Australia 
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email from shOUT!  is apologetic and claims organisers meant “in no way […] to marginalise or 
sideline any sexuality or gender” (“Biphobia in allegedly inclusive spaces”), the language used in 
promoting the festival and responding to criticism reveals a number of flawed assumptions, 
including the notion that LGBT and lesbian, gay and trans can be used interchangeably, for 
instance. Or that bisexuals maintain “heterosexual relationships” and “same-sex (homosexual) 
relationships” and that it is purely the latter that causes marginalisation. In the case of 
bisexuality, the discourse fostered by the shOUT! poster is powerfully erasive. The organisers 
appear to exhibit a lack of understanding regarding bisexuality and biphobia. Ultimately, they do 
not grasp the political significance they have lent to those identities that do appear on the 
poster. 
 
Yet the problem highlighted by this festival is better understood as symptomatic of the larger 
discursive environment of the QFF circuit. The organisers jest in their email response that, “it is 
very hard to have any artwork or communications that is [sic] headed by ‘The 3rd Annual shOUT! 
Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender, Intersex, Queer, Questioning, Asexual, Pansexual Film 
Festival’,” (“Biphobia in allegedly inclusive spaces”) and they raise an important point. Aiming to 
be fully inclusive with direct references to all sexual identities may be an impossible task. 
However, those identities that organisers deem worthy of naming or not exist in complex power 
relations. Although this is true of paratexts in any space, the power of discourse and 
representation are particularly significant both on and off screen in the context of the QFF and 
its history. At the same time that queer may provide a convenient hypernym, it may also serve 
to mask power and privilege inequalities, which the controversy around the shOUT! poster 
forces us to acknowledge.  Festivals that adopt the term queer in their titles without also 
critically reflecting on what that term means may still perpetuate monosexism and thus 
unintentionally marginalise or render bisexuality illegible off screen. When considered in regards 
to the framng of specific films, this form of off-screen erasure can also have an impact upon the 
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types of bisexual meanings available on screen, as the analysis of program notes below will 
highlight. 
 
From their inception, QFFs have endeavoured to establish queer visibility both on and off 
screen. As demonstrated, festival paratexts and the discourses they circulate often play an 
important role in the institution of this off-screen representation. Which groups are and are not 
included in the titles or promotional materials of QFFs matters and at various times it has led to 
demands for greater inclusion. Whilst adoption of the term queer by some festivals may be seen 
to alleviate issues of inclusion, it may ultimately serve to mask the invisibility of identities like 
bisexuality. Analysing QFF paratexts offers an opportunity to explore these issues further.  To 
maximise the insights of this analysis, though, it is important to recognise the specificities of 
particular festivals.  
The MQFF as a context for bisexual reception 
Although QFFs as a broad category have characteristics in common, they are also marked by 
their own unique histories and politics. Debuting in 1991 as the Melbourne International Lesbian 
and Gay Film and Video Festival, the MQFF’s history is shorter than that of an older event like 
Frameline. However, the founding tenets and tensions discussed above remain applicable.  
Consistent with the broader queer circuit, the MQFF was organised in response to a perceived 
lack of visibility, and as a means of nurturing gay and lesbian artists and their work (“1991 
program guide” 1). Further reflecting wider developments on the QFF circuit, the event changed 
its title just two years after its inception.  Amidst a growing wave of New Queer Cinema, in 1993 
the title Melbourne Queer Film and Video Festival was adopted. Addressing the name change in 
her welcome address in that year’s program, festival president Madeleine Swain explains: 
We considered the change of name carefully and felt that the word ‘queer’ addressed a 
potentially wider audience, as well as significantly cutting down on the cost of typesetting! […] 
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Most of us won’t notice much difference in the product, any genre has its roots in previous film 
movements, and queer is firmly rooted in lesbian and gay filmmaking. (2)  
Although the name change signals an attempt to attract a wider audience, Swain assuages 
potential concerns by reassuring “most” readers they “won’t notice much difference,” a move 
that suggests anxiety around the name change by downplaying its significance, and restating 
the prominence of monosexual, homosexual identities.  
 
These anxieties, including the specific concern that a move towards queer politics would entail 
reduced visibility for lesbians, were addressed more directly in a forum held at the 1993 festival.  
Gathering film and media scholars Felicity Collins, Barbara Creed and Chris Berry, the forum 
reflected an academic focus and facilitated discussion of the impact of queer theory on queer 
film and the festival’s name change.  Creed describes queer at the forum as “an umbrella term 
that resists theoretical pigeonholing and also allows us to problematize gender-specific terms 
[…] emphasising a range of sexualities and desires” (qtd in Berry 38). Conversely, Collins 
laments that the use of the word queer is nevertheless linked to identity politics and that “any 
kind of identity politics tends to constitute a self and an other […Hence] something gets 
marginalized or left out” (qtd in Berry 39). Collins adds that despite seeming “ungendered or 
even beyond gender […] queer is profoundly gendered, and there’s no prize for guessing which 
gender is on top” (qtd in Berry 39). Echoing similar concerns about the predominance of men 
within queer discourse or cultural environments, an unnamed questioner comments: “we know 
lesbians are going to be invisible within a few years of [queer] being used. I wonder why we 
want to give up one of the most powerful words in the English language, namely lesbian?” (qtd. 
in Berry 40). 
 
This perceived gender imbalance provides a context in which to understand early opposition to 
images of bisexuality on screen at the MQFF. Representing bisexuality on screen in the 
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festival’s early years was made difficult and unpopular because of audience resistance to the 
depiction of other-sex desire, particularly in sessions dedicated to lesbian content. Searle points 
out that at the MQFF, “boos, disgruntled mutterings, and complaints to organisers” were mostly 
clearly seen “when audiences [were] confronted with heterosexual sex” (88). Although Searle is 
critical of this audience resistance to “heterosexual sex”, like the disgruntled festival attendees 
she seems to conflate other-sex attraction with heterosexuality without acknowledging the 
possible bisexual implications of such an act. This statement can be positioned as part of a 
wider conflation, whereby monosexism obscures bisexual representation by rendering other-sex 
attraction symptomatic of heterosexuality. 
 
 This audience hostility at the MQFF is consistent with the wider queer circuit and echoes B. 
Ruby Rich’s discussion of audience dissonance.  In her contribution to “Queer Publicity: A 
Dossier on Lesbian and Gay Film Festivals,” Rich discusses the reception of Immacolata e 
concetta (Piscielli 1979) at the 1982 New Directors/New Films Festival and The Gay and 
Lesbian Film Festival in New York City later that same year. Despite Rich’s excitement to revisit 
the film “with a lesbian crowd,” she was quickly disappointed by the audience’s response, noting 
“the snickering began early on, escalated whenever the plot turns moved from acceptable 
territory to rawer elements (jealousy, bisexuality, pregnancy), and turned to anger with the 
murder at the film’s end” (79). Describing the film She Must Be Seeing Things (McLaughlin 
1987), which depicts bondage, sadomasochism and “paranoia of heterosexual betrayal” (80), 
Rich notes similar responses from viewers, including grumbling and an attempt to rip the film 
from the projector. The 1986 screening at Frameline of Ten Cents a Dance: Parallax (Onodera 
1986) is also discussed by Rich as meeting with resistance, due to its tripartite structure in 
which two women talk, two men have sex, and a man and a woman have phone sex. As Marc 
Siegel observes of this now infamous screening, “it is not surprising that Onodera’s film should 
serve as the spark for a riot around questions of lesbian representation”.  This is because  
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[the film’s] strategy of establishing an affiliation between various sexualities runs counter to the 
programming practices of the Frameline fest (and most other lesbian and gay film festivals for 
that matter), which to a large degree serve to reproduce pre-existing gender and sexual divisions 
through […] the segregation of lesbian from gay films. (Siegel) 
As a consequence of perceived male dominance within QFFs, some audience members saw 
films that appeared to disrupt this segregation as a threat to lesbian visibility. Because bisexual 
visibility depends largely upon disruption of these monosexual categories, films with bisexual 
content that were programmed in nominally lesbian sessions were interpreted as encroaching 
upon lesbian screen time at a number of QFFs.  
 
The screening of the bisexual film Belle (Achten 1993) at the MQFF in 1994 drew hostility from 
lesbian audiences for the same reasons. Belle depicts its female protagonist engaged in 
romantic relationships with both a man and a woman. Many viewers complained about the film’s 
depiction of a woman enjoying sex with a man, whilst others were perplexed and distressed by 
the very inclusion of a man in the plot (Berry qtd. in Searle 88). This latter complaint and the 
assumption underpinning it, that queer cinema should be clearly defined along binary gender 
lines, poses a dilemma for bisexual representation. Whilst the audience’s expectation of gender 
differentiation can be linked to the propensity for QFFs to include a preponderance of films 
about gay men and thus understood as necessary to queer women’s representation, it also 
reifies a gender binary and dichotomises queer sexuality. Films such as Belle and the examples 
discussed by Rich drew negative attention because they were interpreted as affronts to lesbian 
visibility. Such hostility also points to the pervasiveness of monosexism amongst MQFF 
audiences in its early years.  
 
By the late 1990s though, the impact of more radical queer politics was evident in the festival 
directors’ welcome addresses in the MQFF program, suggesting a disruption of the binary and 
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monosexist logic problematising early bisexual images. For instance, the 1999 welcome echoes 
the identity-critical inflections of queer theory, by claiming to: “leap beyond the confines of 
identity politics”; represent “men whose sexualities defy labels such as ‘gay’ and ‘straight’”; and 
“titillate many genders”(“1999” 1). Whilst the description of these shifts does not make direct 
references to bisexuality, it suggests a weakening of monosexual ideology and a growing 
engagement with queer politics in the festival’s discourse. The welcome addresses mostly 
maintain this queer position in the years that follow. However, the 2006 program suggests a 
shift back towards the identity-affirming politics on which the festival was founded. Moving away 
from the term “queer community,” the welcome address instead references “our LGBTI 
communities” (“2006” 8). This pluralising of LGBTI communities both unites various groups 
under one acronym and differentiates between communities and their specific pursuits of social 
and legal change.  
 
In 2013 the festival emphasised the diversity of its program by cataloguing films under various 
identities including bisexual, camp, drag, gay, intersex, lesbian, mixed, queer and transgender 
on its online ticketing system (See figure 5.2). Users who wished to purchase tickets online 
could view the festival’s program, refining the films they browsed by using these identity 
categories. This shift signals a legitimising of bisexuals as both an important facet of the festival 
audience and the programmed content. However, this legitimising is also limited. The identity 
browsing function shares no correlate in the paper program, and the synopses for the films 
(which appear on both the website and in the paper program) are far less explicit in their 
engagement with bisexuality. Without this sorting feature of the online program, very few films 
are introduced as unambiguously bisexual. This disjuncture between the ability to search for or 
filter films using the term bisexuality and the absence of bisexual terms from the synopses of 
films highlights some of the lingering tensions and complexities in the ways that the MQFF 
frames its bisexual films. The MQFF’s resistance to the term bisexual becomes particularly 
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apparent when its discourse is analysed on a large scale. In the written text of the nine 
programs accompanying the festival from 2006 to 2014, for example, only fourteen direct 
references to bisexuals are made (Benson). This low number stands in stark contrast to the 365 
references to lesbians and 674 references to gay men (Benson). Whilst references to 
transgender individuals are also low (165), they greatly outnumber references to bisexuality 
(Benson). In order to ascertain the impact that this relative absence has upon the representation 
of bisexuality in the MQFF program notes and subsequently upon the framing of the festival’s 
bisexual films, the remainder of this chapter provides a closer look at the ways that bisexual 
meanings manifest at the MQFF.  
Text selection 
The sample of films examined in this chapter corresponds with those films identified as bisexual 
by the online filter introduced above. Eight films were catalogued by MQFF as bisexual in 2013 
Figure 5.2 Filters offered by the MQFF online 
ticketing system.  The 2013 (left) and 2014 
(right) identity filters.  
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and fifteen were catalogued as bisexual in 2014, making a total of 23 films.12 For consistency 
with the general release films examined, short films and documentaries were excluded (see 
appendix three for a list of these films). Table 5.1 on the following page represents the final 
sample of fourteen films, including the keywords and genres attributed to each film at the MQFF 
website. 
 
These films are diverse in a range of ways. In addition to the breadth of national cinemas and 
spoken languages represented (including English, Mandarin, Polish, Spanish and German), the 
sample also spans a number of genres including romance, comedy, drama and animation. The 
films vary substantially in terms of their capacity to appeal to a specific, established market on 
the basis of having a well-known director as well. The sample includes films by established 
directors, such as Bruce LaBruce (The Super 8½ (1994), Raspberry Reich (2004) and L.A..  
                                               
12 There is a notable rise in the number of films listed in the MQFF program as bisexual from 2013-2014; 
however, the 2015 program included only ten films that were described in the program as bisexual. A 
study of a longer period of time would be needed to critically analyse a potential increase in bisexual 
visibility.  
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Table 5.1 The MQFF sample 
Title Country Keywords Genre 
Joshua Tree, 1951: A Portrait of James Dean (Matthew Mishory, 
2012) 
USA Bisexual, gay Drama, relationship, sexuality 
The Sex of the Angels (Xavier Villaverde, 2012) Spain Bisexual Drama, polyamory, relationship, 
subtitled 
Speechless (Simon Chung, 2012) Hong 
Kong/China 
Bisexual, gay Attraction, drama, relationship, 
subtitled 
Strange Frame: Love and Sax (G.B Hajim, 2012) USA Bisexual, 
lesbian, trans 
Animation, drama, music 
Submerge (Sophie O'Connor, 2013) Australia Bisexual, 
lesbian  
Drama, relationship, sex 
The Comedian (Tom Shkolnik, 2012) UK Bisexual, gay Drama, relationship, sexuality 
Free Fall (Stephen Lacant, 2013) Germany Bisexual, gay Drama, relationship, sexuality, 
subtitled 
The Last Match (Antonio Hens, 2013) Cuba, Spain Bisexual, gay Drama, sport, subtitled, youth 
Will You Still Love Me Tomorrow? (Arvin Chen, 2013) Taiwan Bisexual, gay Comedy, sexuality, drama, subtitled 
Gerontophilia (Bruce LaBruce, 2013) Canada Bisexual, gay Attraction, drama, senior  
Matterhorn (Diederik Ebbinge, 2013) The 
Netherlands 
Bisexual, gay Comedy, drama, disability, subtitled 
Burning Blue (D.M.W. Greer, 2013) USA Bisexual, gay Drama, romance, sexuality 
Floating Skyscrapers (Tomasz Wasilewski, 2013) Poland Bisexual, gay Drama, sexuality, sport 
Reaching for the Moon (Bruno Barreto, 2013) Brazil Bisexual, 
lesbian 
Based on a true story, drama, 
relationship 
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Zombie (2010)) and Bruno Barreto (Four Days in September (1997), View from the Top (2003) 
and Last Stop 174 (2008)), as well as first-time feature directors, including Tom Shkolnik and 
Sophie O’Connor  
 
Both Submerge and Reaching for the Moon were screened on closing night, in 2013 and 2014 
respectively. Screening in two (usually sold out) cinemas concomitantly, prior to the champagne 
and festivities of the after party, the closing night film occupies a significant position in any film 
festival’s program. This significance can be used to bring greater attention to a particular film, 
but it also reflects that the film is thought to already have considerable appeal. A film selected 
for closing night is likely to have a wide audience and potential for a commercial release. That a 
film identified with bisexuality in the program closed the festival in both years suggests that films 
tagged as bisexual no longer draw hostility from audiences and may in fact be popular. The 
programming of Submerge, a film that boldly explores forms of fluid sexuality, attests to this 
shift. By contrast, Reaching for the Moon offers little exploration of bisexual desires, concerns, 
or identity. Thus its alignment with bisexual identity by the festival’s online ticketing system is 
not immediately apparent. It can be speculated, however, that the tagging of both of these 
closing night films as bisexual suggests an association between bisexuality and a film’s 
marketability. 
 
This connection between the bisexual keyword and the potential for wider appeal is further 
supported by a number of other films in the sample that offer limited exploration of or 
engagement with bisexual concerns. The other films that are marked by a lack of explicit 
representations of bisexuality are Strange Frame: Love and Sax, Will You Still Love Me 
Tomorrow? and Matterhorn. A process of web searches and content analysis of these films, 
similar to the process applied to general release films in Chapter three, confirms that these four 
films did not have a bisexual reception outside the MQFF. This suggests that the MQFF’s use of 
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the bisexual keyword is relatively generous. As noted in relation to the closing night film, 
Reaching for the Moon, this might be driven by an attempt to promote a film or to inflate the 
appearance of the festival’s variety and bisexual offerings. Importantly though, it also 
demonstrates the festival’s dedication to nuance. The film Matterhorn, which explores the 
complex affections that transpire between a lonely widower and the mentally impaired man to 
whom he offers refuge, provides a good example of this. Whilst Matterhorn does not present an 
explicit representation of bisexual desire, its exploration of romantic and amicable relationships, 
and the ways that these are typically gendered in a domestic setting, is marked by flux and the 
potential for an individual to express various forms of attractions and longings. The MQFF 
implicitly acknowledges these nuances and their potential bisexual implications in its 
characterisation of the film as bisexual whereas reviews of the film in the general media do not 
make this connection. 
 
Ascertaining why the MQFF has deemed certain films as bisexual can only be speculative. This 
indeterminacy reveals the complexity of bisexual cinema. However, it also invites analysis. The 
identity filter might be understood to offer an indication of the identities of the characters within 
the film. For example, films tagged as bisexual and gay might contain both a bisexual and a gay 
character, or a character who can be read either as bisexual or gay. However, the tagging of 
films might also apply to different films in different ways. For instance, the tagging of some films 
might also be designed to be reflective of the prospective viewer. In this case, the cataloguing 
could suggest to whom the film may be of interest. Identity-based interest might include the 
sexual identities, behaviour, experiences and desires of the characters, but it might also refer to 
the themes of a film and with whom they might resonate most. Whereas the earlier general 
release sample tended to include minor bisexual characters in films with otherwise-engaged 
narratives, films fixated on desire and sexuality populate this sample. This means opportunities 
for more complex explorations of bisexuality can be identified. 
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Yet more explicit bisexual references are constrained in the synopses. The festival’s paper 
program provides very little explicit bisexual visibility. Analysing the 2013 and 2014 programs, 
just three direct references directly attribute or locate bisexuality. These references designate 
bisexuals as part of a broader queer community: “looking for eight gay, lesbian, bi, trans or 
intersex participants” (2013 MQFF Program 47); “mental health of gay, lesbian, bi, trans and 
intersex people” (2013 MQFF Program 66); “the desert oasis where lesbians, bisexuals and 
trans* come to play” (2014 Program 59). Paul Baker describes such use of the term as “a kind 
of tag-on ‘after-thought’ […] that is both secondary and linked to gay identities” (148). That no 
other direct references to bisexual identities are made in the program is significant in thinking 
about the ways the bisexual films are framed by the program notes. Only one of the references 
to bisexuality above is located in the synopsis of a film. However, this film, Camp Beaverton: 
Meet the Beavers (Nelsen and Grillo, 2013), is not one of the films identified on the MQFF 
website as bisexual. The synopses for the films constituting this sample, then, do not 
necessarily reference bisexual identity directly. Arguably the avoidance of attributing sexual 
identities in discourse allows for greater nuance and ambiguity in how the films are interpreted – 
which may encourage or enable feelings of greater inclusivity for all nonmonosexual identities. 
In a similar vein to the controversy about the shOUT! poster, though, what is problematic about 
this absence of references to bisexual identities in the MQFF paper program is the fact that 
other identities are attributed and thus legitimised and consolidated in discourse. Yet the 
absence of the “b word” in the films’ synopses is not tantamount to an absence of bisexual 
meanings or possibilities. Through the close textual readings presented below an analysis of the 
paradoxical presence and absence of bisexuality within the festival’s program notes is offered. 
For copies of the program notes discussed in the following section see appendix four. 
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Program notes 
The bisexual displays and triadic imagery in the general release paratexts are not evident within 
the images that accompany the MQFF synopses because none of the individual images 
included contain subjects of more than one gender. Thus these images are limited in regards to 
bisexual meaning. Based on these images alone, each film in the sample is quite clearly 
gendered. This gendering reflects the sex of each film’s protagonist and central same-sex 
relationship. For some films, this is representative of their subject matter. For instance, in 
Burning Blue the female characters play far less prominent roles than the male Navy pilot 
protagonists. Likewise, Reaching for the Moon, which is accompanied by four stills of Lota 
Soares and Elizabeth Bishop, features only minor male characters.  
 
Bisexual readings of these still images are also challenged by the program’s emphasis on 
couples and lone figures. In Chapter three the analysis of film posters revealed relatively limited 
imagery of coupling or paired characters, in favour of compositions featuring three or more 
figures. By contrast, only two of the twenty-seven images relating to the MQFF films depict three 
or more figures (see figure 5.3). One of these images, accompanying the synopsis for Burning 
Blue, presents three male pilots. Although the coding of bisexual desire here is absent because 
only men are depicted, the triangulated image and intradiegetic gazes are evocative of fluid, 
shifting desires. The second example, an image accompanying the synopsis for Will You Still 
Figure 5.3 Images in the sample depicting more than two figures. Left: one of the program 
images for Burning Blue. Right: the program image for Will You Still Love Me Tomorrow?  
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Love Me Tomorrow?, presents five male characters brightly dressed in badminton attire.  Their 
relationship to one another appears relaxed but platonic, as they pose for a friendly photograph.  
 
By contrast, of the sixteen images in which the compositions include only two figures, the 
majority depict intense same-sex intimacy and passion (see figure 5.4). By selecting and 
granting salience to these stills, the program foregrounds same-sex attraction and relationships. 
In many of these examples, the prominence of impassioned same-sex relationships is 
representative of the film as a whole. Reaching for the Moon, for instance, is accompanied by 
four images of its central romantic couple, images that reflect the film’s central concern with 
their passionate and erotic relationship. By contrast, some of the other films’ images are less 
representative of their plots or characters.  
 
The Sex of the Angels, for example, is accompanied by just one image (see figure 5.5): a shot 
Figure 5.4 Images of passion. From top, left-right: Floating Skyscrapers, Free Fall, Reaching 
for the Moon, The Last Match. 
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of the two central male characters, Bruno and Rai. Devoid of the intimacy and passion apparent 
in many of the other images, this still fails to capture the film’s nuanced depiction of bisexuality 
and polyamory; instead it excludes Carla and privileges the relationship between Rai and Bruno 
over the film’s central triad. Even this relationship is somewhat misrepresented by the image, as 
the pair in the photograph appear troubled and unsure of one another. The despondent 
expression on Rai’s face (right), in particular, contrasts with the program notes’ description of 
the film’s “stunningly beautiful and positive narrative about three people’s experience of 
polyamory” (“2013” 39). The following chapter elaborates this analysis by contrasting the still 
with other images used to promote The Sex of the Angels. Not one of the images accompanying 
the program notes for the films selected from the MQFF prominently depicts bisexuality. As has 
been seen, depicting bisexuality explicitly in still images poses representational dilemmas. 
However, the images in the MQFF program notes not only struggle to represent bisexuality, but 
may be read as actively resisting bisexual readings by placing emphasis on same-sex intimacy.  
 
The written synopses in the program present more nuanced accounts of bisexual desire. Part of 
this stems from the fact that the synopses demonstrate a general reluctance to attribute sexual 
identities to characters explicitly. Instead, their written discourse privileges openness or 
Figure 5.5 A less representative image. The still 
accompanying the synopsis for The Sex of the Angels is 
devoid of passion and fails to reflect the bisexual subject 
matter of the film. 
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ambiguity, leaving the possibility of bisexuality feasible. Only three of the fourteen synopses 
make overt references to sexual identity. One reference, in relation to Strange Frame: Love and 
Sax, describes the film as “the first lesbian science fiction, rock n’ roll animated film” (MQFF 
2013 Program 41), but avoids labelling the film’s characters’ orientations. The synopsis for Will 
You Still Love Me Tomorrow? introduces a minor character as “flamboyantly gay” (MQFF 
Program 2014 40) and the synopsis for Joshua Tree, 1951: A Portrait of James Dean, 
references “the possibility of James Dean’s homosexuality,” his avoidance of military duty by 
listing himself as homosexual, and his later denial of being gay (MQFF 2013 Program 30). Of 
the synopses examined, Joshua Tree is the most pointed in its use of identity terms to describe 
the film’s protagonist. Yet, this seems unusual because it is also one of the films that takes the 
most ambiguous approach to identity in its subject matter.  Whereas the film offers a surreal re-
imagining of Dean’s sexuality that avoids overtly coding his sexual identity or orientation in any 
specific way, the synopsis frames the film in more absolute terms. This example aside, most of 
the synopses are more subtle in their discussion of sexual identity. 
 
Yet, desire and sexuality are given salience in the examined synopses.  The description of 
bisexual behaviour and desire is prominent in a number of the examples. Eight of the fourteen 
synopses articulate bisexual behaviour or desire. But the extent to which each encourages a 
bisexual reading varies. In some instances bisexual behaviour is posited as a consequence of 
bisexual desire and opportunity, whereas in other cases bisexual behaviour seems to be 
predicated on the disavowal of homosexuality. An example of the former, the synopsis for The 
Sex of the Angels, explains: “Bruno loves his girlfriend Carla, but when he meets fellow dancer 
Rai serious sparks begin to fly, opening the couple up to new possibilities […] in this steamy 
love triangle” (MQFF 2013 Program 39). Bisexual desire is also prominent in the synopsis for 
The Comedian: “his charming flat-mate Elisa and his new lover Nathan are both competing for 
his attention and he doesn’t seem to know which way to turn” (MQFF 2013 Program 25).  Both 
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of these synopses present bisexual desire as a central complication of the plot. They introduce 
characters with multiple sexual possibilities and choices to make between other characters, not 
identities. In contrast to many of the films  at the festival that are about coming out, these films 
are defined from the outset as less likely to present the triumph of an authentic, formerly 
closeted homosexual identity. 
  
A number of other synopses offer descriptions marked by fluid, bisexual desire. However, these 
examples suggest triangulated relationships are unlikely to be maintained. For instance, the 
synopsis for Burning Blue explains: “Dan seems to have it all – career, gorgeous fiancée, and a 
devoted best friend in Wil. But when Dan and Mat cross paths during shore leave, both their 
lives are turned upside down […the film] tackles the [sic] issues of identity, sexuality, loyalty and 
friendship” (MQFF 2014 program 22).The Gerontophilia synopsis offers a similar description: 
“Lake and his girlfriend are your typical young couple, madly in love […] Lake however has a 
secret fetish […] his secret desire draws him to one of the residents, 81 year old Melvyn” (MQFF 
2014 Program 15).  In contrast to the previous two synopses, these examples present a clearer 
sense of linear desire, rather than suggesting the maintaining of a triangulated relationship. 
However, they do so without diminishing potential bisexual desires. In contrast to these four 
synopses that present bisexual meanings and can be understood to foster bisexual readings, 
the remaining four examples minimise other-sex desire and heighten more conventional 
coming-out tropes.  
 
Framing their respective films in ways more conducive to monosexual readings, the synopses 
for Free Fall, Will You Still Love Me Tomorrow?, The Last Match, and Floating Skyscrapers 
obscure bisexual potential. All four instances share a minimisation of other-sex attraction and a 
positing of same-sex attraction as revelatory. In Free Fall, for example, “Marc and his wife 
Bettina enjoy a pleasant relationship, although he is emotionally disconnected from all those 
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around him […] Marc meets Kay […] with whom he is instantly at ease […] the two men soon 
embark on a passionate love affair” (MQFF 2014 Program 26). The Will You Still Love Me 
Tomorrow? protagonist, is described similarly: “Weichung has been peacefully married to his 
wife Feng for nine years […] Weichung seems happy but unengaged. When his old friend 
Stephen (a flamboyantly gay wedding photographer) turns up – it becomes clear that Weichung 
may have a few secret desires. These desires are burst wide open when a young flight 
attendant […] enters the picture” (MQFF Program 2014 40). Although neither of these examples 
overtly disavows bisexual desire, each invokes stereotypes in depicting other-sex relationships 
(pleasant, peaceful), which contrast with the possibility and passion that transforms their lives 
upon embarking on an other-sex relationship.  
 
This trope is even more overt in the synopses for The Last Match and Floating Skyscrapers. At 
the centre of The Last Match is the relationship between Rei, a “teenage husband, father and 
soccer fanatic,” and Yosvani, for whom “survival comes in the form of a rich older fiancée” 
(MQFF 2014 Program 31). The film presents characters reluctantly partaking in bisexual 
behaviour, and the synopsis relays this behaviour as symptomatic of “the difficulties of following 
your heart in a country where the struggle to survive is paramount” (MQFF 2014 Program 31). 
Yosvani’s “troubling realisation that he is in love with his best friend,” Rei, aligns the film with our 
expectations of a coming-out story. The synopsis for Floating Skyscrapers presents a similarly 
passionless characterisation of other-sex relationships: Kuba lives “at home with his possessive 
girlfriend and a domineering mother who pours all her frustrations into her son’s burgeoning 
swimming career” (MQFF 2014 Program 5). As will be examined more closely in the following 
chapter, the program notes significantly diminish the complexity of these female characters and 
Kuba’s relationships with them. In contrast to these possessive and domineering women, the 
synopsis goes on to explain: “When he [Kuba] meets Michal at a party, the attraction is instant 
and the two young men begin to fall in love, forcing the closeted Kuba to make some agonising 
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decisions about his relationship with his girlfriend and his career” (MQFF 2014 Program  5). 
Given the program’s earlier characterisation of his girlfriend (Sylwia, unnamed in the synopsis) 
and limited insight to the pair’s relationship, this struggle is implicitly presented as being closely 
connected to Kuba’s status as “closeted.” Using similarly charged language, the synopsis 
concludes that the film “honestly explores the emotional fallout of coming out” (MQFF 2014 
Program 5). Of all the synopses that suggest bisexual behaviour, Floating Skyscrapers is 
delineated as the most conventional coming-out story  – a narrative that suggests the revelation 
or attainment of an authentic identity, and escape from a stifling past. However, this synopsis 
does not adequately convey the complexity of the film itself, and may actually work to constrain 
potential bisexual readings.  
 
The MQFF films that do not articulate bisexual behaviour or desire in their synopses  can be 
organised into two categories: films which do not explicitly explore bisexual themes or 
characters (Reaching for the Moon, Joshua Tree, 1951: A Portrait of James Dean, Strange 
Frame: Love and Sax, Matterhorn); and films which do explore bisexual themes and characters 
(Submerge, Speechless). In the films that do not explicitly explore bisexuality, none of the 
characters partake in explicit bisexual behaviour, demonstrate bisexual desire, or explore 
bisexual issues. Though the widower protagonist of Matterhorn, Fred, has a romantic history 
with a woman (his deceased wife) and enters a domestic partnership of sorts with a man, the 
“mentally unwell Theo” (MQFF 2014 Program 32), both the film and the program notes 
accompanying it characterise this relationship as platonic. The other films in this category each 
focus predominantly on one central romantic pairing, with no implication of previous or future 
relationships with variously gendered object choices. Why these films have been categorised by 
the MQFF under the identity bisexual is not entirely clear, and the synopses accompanying 
them do little to shed light on this quandary.  
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The films that do explore bisexual themes and characters present characters behaving 
bisexually. Promoted as a “Dramatic thriller”, Speechless centres on a “mysterious Westerner” 
whom police find naked on a riverbank, refusing to speak, in remote Southern China (MQFF 
2013 Program 40).  The still-silent Westerner, whom we later learn is named Luke, is befriended 
and rescued by a hospital orderly, Jiang; “the men begin to experience strong feelings in [sic] 
each other and the slow unfolding of memories reveals a traumatic secret and a tragic end as 
the two principals uncover a troubled past of sex, revenge, love and betrayal” (MQFF 2013 
Program 40). In a manner similar to Side Effects, the framing of this film is careful not to reveal 
pivotal aspects of the “traumatic secret” at its centre. What the film itself explores, however, is 
Luke’s sexual relationship with Han Dong, a fellow student at the Chinese university he has 
been attending on exchange. Details of this relationship and its tragic end emerge when Jiang 
comes into contact with Ning, Han Dong’s girlfriend. Although the synopsis does not address 
the role of bisexual desire in the plot, both Han Dong and Jiang demonstrate potentially bisexual 
desires. Han Dong maintains his relationship with Ning whilst sleeping with Luke; Jiang’s 
desires for both Luke and Lan, his female friend, remain ambiguous. Whereas the absence of 
these plot developments from the MQFF synopsis of Speechless might be explained by a desire 
to maintain suspense and intrigue, the synopsis for Submerge provides a more telling omission 
of bisexual characters and plot points.  
 
The synopsis for Submerge is ambiguous and introduces Jordan’s desire to have it all in ways 
that evoke bisexual connotations. Although the film features two identifiably bisexual characters 
in central roles and a plot driven in large part by a triangulated relationship, the synopsis for 
Submerge does not address either of these developments. Instead, a number of more subtle 
bisexual tropes are manifest in the synopsis. The most notable is a desire to “have it all”: 
Submerge expresses the underlying sense of entitlement of a generation that pushes young 
adults to believe they can have it all, despite a plethora of competing demands from social media, 
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family and peers […] Through her newly discovered passions […] Jordan is emboldened by the 
idea of not only controlling her future but obtaining everything she desires […] In trying to obtain 
everything will Jordan be left with nothing? (MQFF 2013 Program 40) 
This characterisation of Jordan is consistent with Eadie’s observations of the bisexual figure in 
films. Eadie argues that the presence of the bisexual “is an indicator that a cultural tension is 
being broached […] As an outsider s/he is the one who is seen as going beyond the limits, and 
who thereby serves to teach a lesson about what those limits are” (“That’s Why” 142). Though 
Jordan is not necessarily one of the film’s explicitly bisexual characters, as will be seen in the 
following chapter, the MQFF synopsis does not make this salient. Jordan’s two sexual 
relationships with women are referenced in the synopsis, but neither reference names nor 
genders her partner: “Her newly discovered passions – history and her academic tutor […] A 
chance meeting with an intriguing nightclub owner propels Jordan into a subculture of fetish and 
anonymous sex” (MQFF 2013 Program 40). Despite the centrality of unambiguous bisexual 
desire to the film’s plot, the synopsis for Submerge does not delineate this. Yet it can still be 
understood to facilitate a bisexual reading because it offers a level of polyvalence not evident in 
a number of the other synopses.  
 
Other films share similar bisexual thematic concerns. In particular, both choice and conflict recur 
throughout a number of the synopses as central narrative obstacles. The Comedian, for 
instance, “is a fresh, realistic and sometimes funny story about choices and how not to make 
them” (MQFF 2013 Program 25). The protagonists of both Free Fall and Floating Skyscrapers 
are forced to “make some agonizing decisions” (MQFF 2014 Program 5) and “question” their 
futures (MQFF 2014 Program 26). Another recurring theme throughout the synopses is 
diversity, often manifested in these films in the theme of the odd couple. Free Fall contrasts 
Marc, “the perfect picture of a family man” and his love interest “Kay, a rebellious fellow officer” 
(MQFF 2014 Program 26). The Gerontophilia synopsis contrasts “Lake and his girlfriend 
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Desiree […] your typical young couple in love and brimming with a revolutionary spirit” with “81-
year-old Melvyn, a flamboyant but heavily medicated senior” (MQFF 2014 Program 15). 
Matterhorn is centred around the odd coupling of “strictly religious Fred [who] has relied on 
careful structure to keep him from being overwhelmed by grief” and “the seemingly homeless 
and mentally unwell Theo, who is ”bereft of any “basic life skills” (MQFF 2014 Program 32). 
Lastly, Speechless contrasts Chinese hospital orderly Jiang with “a mysterious Westerner” who 
remains unnamed in the synopsis. The bisexual implications of this diversity are twofold. Firstly, 
it offers the characters and the reader (or viewer) a diverse variety of potential attractions and 
identifications. By intensifying a sense of difference the idea that bisexuality is “represented as 
the lack of ‘specialization’ in gazer and gazed at” (Hemmings Bisexual Spaces 137) can also be 
exploited.  
 
The final recurring theme in these synopses is youth, often linked to a sense of the 
contemporary moment. This neoteric characterisation of bisexuality is most clearly articulated in 
the synopsis for The Sex of the Angels: “a new generation navigates sexual fluidity, torn 
affections, and open relationships in this steamy love triangle […The film’s] young cast enacts 
Figure 5.6 Impossible decisions. Ed of The Comedian, a film 
“about choices and how not to make them” (“2013” 25).  
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an ever more socially acceptable postmillennial scenario – that of the ménage a trois” (MQFF 
2013 Program 39). A similar combination of ideas is expressed in the descriptions of 
Gerontophilia: “your typical young couple in love and brimming with a revolutionary spirit” 
(“2014” 15); and Submerge: “A quintessential ‘Gen Y’ story” (“2013” 18). These alignments in 
the program notes may connote freshness, passion, and rebelliousness or risk taking, but may 
also suggest immaturity or underdevelopment.  
 
Making sense of the implications of these associations is complex. In the ways that the program 
notes construct and circulate bisexual meanings through discourse, it could be ventured that an 
aligning of bisexuality with conventional tropes of greed, hypersexuality, youth and difficult 
choices perpetuates limited understandings of bisexuals. Yet, from the perspective of 
representational studies, these alignments do facilitate the visibility and viability of bisexual 
readings that disrupt monosexual assumptions. These tropes and connotations are referenced 
in the synopses to establish alternate frameworks of narrative expectations – alerting readers 
that these films offer something new, edgy, erotic and complex.     
 
As demonstrated in this chapter, QFFs have particularly politicised origins and tend to be 
imbricated in complex gender and sexual identity politics. As a consequence, the queer circuit 
poses a number of unique obstacles to bisexual representation and reception. Yet QFFs also 
provide the opportunity for films that may otherwise lack commercial viability to be screened, 
and by extension to be produced. Images of bisexuality have sometimes existed in tension off 
screen with discourse surrounding the films and the festival. This is problematic because it 
means that opportunities to increase bisexual visibility are lost. Nevertheless, in their implied 
engagement with bisexuality, synopses of films in the MQFF program reveal insights into the 
ways that bisexuality is characterised and communicated, without necessarily using the word 
bisexual itself, as well as the ways that queer discourses might constrain bisexual readings.  
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These examples reveal that descriptions of bisexual behaviour and desires may be subtly 
undermined in instances where same-sex attraction is characterised by pleasure and passion, 
whereas other-sex attraction is portrayed as mundane. By contrast, in instances where bisexual 
readings are encouraged, bisexual desire is commonly aligned with youth, possibility, and 
choice. These competing characterisations of bisexual behaviour each have potential not only to 
circulate bisexual meanings off screen, within the festival’s counterpublic, but also to frame and 
inform the ways that the films they promote are interpreted.  
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CHAPTER SIX:  
FRAMING BISEXUALITY: FLOATING 
SKYSCRAPERS, SUBMERGE AND THE SEX 
OF THE ANGELS 
This chapter presents a selection of case studies shifting the focus from MQFF paratexts as 
discrete texts to consider the ways in which these paratexts frame the films they promote. In 
contrast to chapter four, the films here are more overtly promoted as queer cinema; they also 
manifest queer sexuality, including bisexual behaviour, more clearly on screen. As a result, their 
official entryway paratexts are not as pertinent in priming or establishing queer content, which is 
already implicit given their inclusion in the MQFF program. The previous chapter demonstrated 
that bisexual behaviour tends to be made more salient on the queer circuit. However, it also 
highlighted that resistance to images of other-sex attraction may at times constrain the decoding 
of bisexual identity, meaning that bisexual behaviour may be common but bisexuals or bisexual 
identities are not. The films selected as case studies in this chapter - Floating Skyscrapers 
(Plynace wiezowce), Submerge and The Sex of the Angels (El sexo de los ángeles or Angels of 
Sex) - facilitate further reflection on this tension. They have also been selected for closer 
analysis because their narratives lend themselves to a consideration of the roles that 
expectation and convention can play in priming the viewer’s ability to decode bisexuality within 
the QFF context. 
 
The first film, Floating Skyscrapers, has been promoted as both a coming-out story and 
Poland’s first gay film. Although such a framing does not preclude a bisexual reading of the film, 
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it may eschew its bisexual potential. The film’s framing as a coming-out story projects a 
homosexual trajectory upon what is better understood as a meandering exploration of desire, 
rich with a bisexual aesthetic.  
 
By contrast, Submerge depicts the bisexuality of one of its lead characters, Lucas, with 
uncommon explicitness. The official synopsis at the film’s website is direct in its characterisation 
of Lucas’ sexuality, describing him as the protagonist’s “‘bi’ best friend”. But the film also 
presents a range of other (potentially) bisexual characters as well, offering a nuanced 
exploration of bisexuality. O’Connor’s film is significant in that it represents bisexual behaviour 
as a product of bisexual identities as well as an outcome of more ambiguous desires or sexual 
exploration.   
 
In a similar vein, The Sex of the Angels is also framed by paratexts that encourage a bisexual 
reading. But rather than using the term bisexual or thematising bisexual concerns, these 
paratexts play on the image of the triad, emphasise fluidity, and problematise boundaries. Yet 
regardless of this framing, the film’s reception highlights that the decoding of bisexuality remains 
reliant on the ability of audiences to resist or surpass monosexism.  
 
Getting over coming out: Floating Skyscrapers 
 
Kuba: I never thought I would meet someone like you […]  
Michal: And now? 
Kuba: Now when I have you? 
Michal: Well, do you have me? 
Kuba: I don’t know, you tell me.  
Michal: So what do you want now? 
Kuba: Not to fuck this up. 
Floating Skyscrapers 
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Although Floating Skyscrapers was catalogued online by the MQFF as both a gay and bisexual 
film, the previous chapter argued that the program synopsis frames it as a relatively 
conventional coming-out story. Whether “the closeted Kuba” (“2014” 25), comes out as 
homosexual or acknowledges his bisexuality remains unclear in the synopsis and arguably 
within the film itself, as its disparate readings indicate. Despite the film’s potential to be read as 
being about bisexuality, Floating Skyscrapers has been described widely as a gay film. More 
than this, it has been “heralded as the first Polish film that features an openly gay protagonist” 
(Haltof 79). Such categorisation frames the film as a tragic gay coming-out story and in turn 
forecloses potential bisexual readings from the outset. Interrogating this framing, however, and 
approaching the film from a bisexual perspective reveals far greater thematic nuance than gay 
readings have recognised. 
 
The terms “coming out” and “closeted” connote a particular narrative arc – an arc that usually 
results in the renunciation of other-sex desire and the attainment of an authentic homosexual 
identity. A staple of gay and lesbian literature and film, the coming-out story is identified by 
Esther Saxey as occupying a pivotal role in the development of contemporary gay, lesbian and 
bisexual identities. In addition to reflecting the experience of coming out, “the coming-out story 
‘tells’ us” (Saxey 3). That is, these texts “create models of sexual identity” (Saxey 10). 
Undoubtedly, this is central to the coming-out narrative’s appeal, but it also raises issues of 
exclusion. Although bisexual coming-out stories exist, the synopsis accompanying Floating 
Skyscrapers is likely to be more readily understood as referencing a conventional gay coming-
out story that privileges the attainment or revelation of an authentic monosexual identity. The 
politics of authenticity and stasis that characterise the conventional coming-out story are at odds 
with the representational requirements of bisexuality. Although Saxey’s study focuses on literary 
examples of coming-out stories, parallels can be drawn with the cinema. In particular, her 
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observation that bisexual coming-out stories must “struggle against the weight of generic 
expectation that the protagonist will come out as gay or lesbian” is pertinent here (134).  
Before analysing the ways that the film resists or renegotiates coming-out narrative conventions, 
it is worth addressing why the film has been aligned with this genre. The event in the film that 
most clearly signals this alignment is the blossoming relationship between Kuba and Michal, 
and the complications or obstacles they face in their attraction to one another. Saxey describes 
one of the more significant events in the conventional gay coming-out story as the young male 
protagonist’s “deeply unsuitable first sexual relationship” (41). Generally this involves the 
protagonist becoming involved with “a boy who is presumed to be heterosexual […] often 
slightly older and more traditionally masculine than the protagonist” (Saxey 41). Although 
aspects of this description are consistent with the narrative of Floating Skyscrapers, the film 
inverts the conventional dynamics of this relationship, for it is Kuba, the protagonist, who is 
depicted as hypermasculine and implicitly heterosexual. By contrast, characteristics of the 
traditional protagonist of a coming-out story are embodied in Michal, who demonstrates clearer 
intellectual and artistic interests, a desire to acknowledge his difference by coming out, and a 
hostile relationship with his father. The film’s inversion of conventions regarding the central 
Figure 6.1 Kuba and Michal embrace. Kuba and Michal's blossoming, romantic relationship 
aligns the film with the coming-out genre.  
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relationship and characterisation is significant because, as Saxey argues, it is the contrasts 
between these characters that best reveal a text’s definition of gay identity: 
The protagonist will want more emotional connection than his partner. The straight partner will 
state his preference for girls or women. Finally, the protagonist’s future is predicted to be 
exclusively homosexual, while his partner’s future is predicted to be heterosexual. These three 
differences outline three central aspects of the gay identity constructed by these texts: gay 
identity is a matter of emotion, an exclusive sexual and romantic preference for males, and a 
lifelong identity. (41) 
The central relationship of Floating Skyscrapers resists conforming to this stereotype. This is 
most evident in the fact that Kuba, the film’s protagonist, is characterised in ways that more 
clearly align him with the unsuitable partner of coming-out fiction. By foregrounding Kuba’s 
experience, the film avoids conflating bisexual behaviour with lesser “borderline figures whose 
job it is to define gay identity by failing to achieve it” (Saxey 132).  
 
Furthermore, the complexity of his relationships with Michal and his girlfriend Sylwia both 
receive attention and are depicted in ways that resist easy categorisation. Although Kuba is 
shown to experience an immediate physical attraction to and connection with Michal, he also 
maintains a closeness and sexual intimacy with his long-time girlfriend, Sylwia. Whilst his 
relationship with Sylwia begins to wane as he falls more in love with Michal, the film does not 
present a sharp shift or change in Kuba’s sexuality. Rather than reifying gay identity as a matter 
of emotion, exclusivity, or permanence, the film presents a more complex examination of desire 
as fluid. In this way, Floating Skyscrapers is at odds with the ideological implication of many 
coming-out stories, which suggest “the meaning of same-sex [sex] is […] dependent on its place 
in an identity narrative” (Saxey 42). Instead, it emphasises that same-sex sex need not be either 
“an irrelevant interlude in a heterosexual story or a significant stepping-stone in a gay coming-
out story” (Saxey 42). In addition to positioning Kuba as the protagonist, the film further resists a 
conventional coming-out narrative arc by disrupting two of its foundational conventions: the 
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attainment of an authentic homosexual identity and the rejection of other-sex desire. 
 
Floating Skyscrapers resists presenting its protagonist as seeking or attaining an authentic 
homosexual identity. “The final high note of the standard gay coming-out story” is conventionally 
the attainment or acknowledgment of an authentic homosexual identity (Saxey 135). By contrast 
Kuba’s sexual identity remains unfixed and unclear at the conclusion of Floating Skyscrapers. 
This ambiguity is conveyed through his concurrent bisexual desire and the film’s indefinite 
conclusion. Unlike Michal, who discusses his homosexuality with his mother throughout the 
narrative before coming out officially at a family dinner, Kuba offers no declaration about his 
sexual identity. Although his same-sex attractions become known to his mother and girlfriend 
later in the film, no celebration or certainty of Kuba’s sexuality is offered. Ultimately, the film 
presents no coming-out moment in any conventional sense for its protagonist. Floating 
Skyscrapers enables a bisexual reading by resisting the generic conventions of the homosexual 
coming-out story and refusing to impose a monosexual identity on Kuba. A bisexual reading of 
Kuba is further supported by his sustained sexual interest in both Sylwia and Michal. 
 
Saxey describes the rejection of other-sex desire as another important facet of the coming-out 
Figure 6.2 Michal comes out. At a family dinner, Michal finally comes out as gay 
to his hostile father.  
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story. In fact, she suggests that this rejection, which is entirely at odds with a bisexual coming-
out story, functions as a “mandatory part of the coming-out plot” (Saxey 129).  A viewer 
anticipating such a revelation from Floating Skyscrapers may be disappointed, though, because 
Kuba does not denounce other-sex attraction. In fact, the passion, intimacy and affection he has 
for his girlfriend Sylwia are apparent throughout much of the film, in which they kiss and 
embrace. Although the couple’s passion and intimacy ultimately decreases as Kuba and Michal 
become more emotionally and romantically involved, this seems symptomatic of Kuba’s shifting 
romantic commitment. That is, it can be read as being linked to individual relationships rather 
Figure 6.3 Kuba performs oral sex on Sylwia. Kuba's sustained 
sexual interest in Sylwia disrupts the conventional coming-out 
narrative. 
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than as a reflection of Kuba’s sexuality in a wider sense.  Wasilewski carefully choreographs a 
number of sex scenes between Sylwia and Kuba that problematise a homosexual reading of the 
film and heighten bisexual meaning. In contrast to a scene in Will You Still Love Me Tomorrow? 
in which Weichung seems so determined to avoid his wife’s sexual advances that he falls out of 
bed, Kuba initiates sex with Sylwia on multiple occasions. In one of the more notable examples 
of this, Kuba initiates oral sex. The sexually-explicit scene is neither awkward nor forced. 
Instead, Kuba seems at ease, happy and fulfilled as he performs cunnilingus, bringing Sylwia to 
orgasm (see figure 6.3). Other-sex attraction is thus emphasised by the choice of sex act 
depicted and by both characters’ expressions of pleasure. A sense of authenticity is suggested 
by the scene’s ease, uncontrived performances and the pouring in of natural light.  This scene 
powerfully disrupts a reading of Kuba’s homosexual trajectory, particularly as this sexual 
encounter takes place after Kuba has met and become involved with Michal.  
 
Sustaining Kuba’s fluid attractions and further complicating a homosexual trajectory is the fact 
that his propensity for concurrent bisexual behaviour is established prior to his attraction to 
Michal. Kuba’s bisexuality or sexual fluidity is suggested from the film’s opening. In its powerful 
title sequence, Floating Skyscrapers frustrates expectations by divorcing the sexual act from the 
gendered body. As the title credits appear on a black screen, muffled groans and carnal lapping 
sounds are audible. The audiovisual incongruence frustrates the viewer’s ability to define the 
action in gendered terms. Whilst viewers hear fellatio, the screen remains black and the sexual 
act unfolds without a clear sense of where the events take place, or who or what is involved. As 
such, the scene is simultaneously disembodied and yet aurally fleshy. As the credits end, the 
subject matter becomes marginally clearer. The film’s opening image provides an establishing 
shot. The closed doors of a row of cubicles situate the action in a changing room, while the 
sound of oral sex persists. However, this static shot is maintained throughout the remainder of 
the sequence, perpetuating a sense of ambiguity and distance from the sexual act. This opening 
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sequence firmly aligns the film with art cinema narration, which is characterised by “permanent 
and suppressed gaps” and delayed exposition (Bordwell Narration 205). In frustrating the 
viewer’s ability to unambiguously define the sex act in that moment, Floating Skyscrapers 
introduces Kuba’s desire as disembodied, providing a motif for his sexual fluidity.13 Throughout 
the first half of the film, Kuba’s attraction to both Sylwia and the men he encounters whilst 
cruising is emphasised, producing a visual representation of concurrent bisexuality. 
 
In addition, the film’s resolution is ambiguous as to Kuba’s future. With Michal’s death, the 
potential for an ending that adheres to the conventional coming-out story is lost. Although the 
final scene suggests Kuba is likely to stay with the pregnant Sylwia, this does not resolve his 
sexuality. Consistent with art cinema narration, these final sequences can be understood to 
reflect the fact that “life is more complex than art can ever be, and […] the only way to respect 
this complexity is to leave causes dangling and questions unanswered” (Bordwell Narration 
210). Although Floating Skyscrapers does present imagery of a couple in its closing frames, as 
will be discussed shortly, any sense of stasis or resolution that might be present seems bleak 
and unstable. Thus, despite the centrality of a couple to the film’s conclusion, “the progress of 
discovery (and final certainty) represented by the homosexual coming-out narrative” 
(Pramaggiore “Seeing Doubles” 242) is absent from Floating Skyscrapers. In addition to 
disrupting the conventional coming-out narrative, the film’s uncertain outcome adheres to 
Saxey’s observation of bisexual coming-out stories, which tend to “deliver a less immediately 
satisfying sense of closure” than their gay counterparts (135). However, perhaps because of 
this, the film’s conclusion has also drawn criticism. 
 
                                               
13 Although Kuba is not seen in this sequence, he is the first character introduced following the title 
sequence, which establishes an implicit link between him and the act. Matters are further clarified later in 
the film when the same change room stalls are the site of another of Kuba’s cruising encounters.  
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Discontent with the film’s conclusion is noted in a number of reviews, including one published on 
the MQFF website. Reviewing the film for the festival, Andy Murdoch praises the aesthetics of 
Floating Skyscrapers but criticises its conclusion: “you might get to the end of it all and want to 
yell at something.” Discussing the film’s “cryptic title,” he adds: “[it] is explained toward the end. 
It begins as one of the film’s best scenes and is also the scene where, by the time it’s ended, 
everything’s gone off the rails.” The sequence he identifies as simultaneously a highlight and 
lowlight of the film commences with Michal’s father reminiscing about his son gazing out at the 
skyscrapers from the window ledge of the family’s apartment as a child. Undoubtedly Murdoch’s 
dismay is informed, at least in part, by the tragic death of Michal. The scene is poignant in that it 
shows a touching moment between Michal and his taciturn father, to whom he has recently 
come out after much hesitation. Following this conversation, however, Michal leaves the 
apartment and is intercepted by a man from the building. Viewers will recognise this man as one 
of the homophobic louts who surreptitiously watched Kuba and Michal kissing earlier in the film. 
An example of the narrative convention commonly referred to as Chekhov’s gunman, the man’s 
reappearance signals trouble. In the harrowing sequence that follows, three men beat Michal to 
death. Drawn out, the scene of the beating receives approximately a minute of screen time. 
Once the aggressors leave, the camera lingers on Michal’s motionless body for a further thirty 
seconds. No dialogue follows Michal’s death, which occurs near the end of the film. The 
remaining few minutes can be read to reflect the emotional impact of the event by presenting 
static, wordless shots of a despondent Kuba crouched on the floor of his mother’s kitchen, and a 
dejected-looking Sylwia alone in the couple’s bedroom. Whether they know of Michal’s fate or 
are lamenting their own is unclear. In the final scene the pair share a bath. Naked and close, the 
couple are depicted in a state of intimacy, but the scene is bereft of passion or joy, as 
emphasised by its cold colour scheme (see figure 6.4). Murdoch’s disappointment may be 
understood as twofold. First, Michal’s death can be understood to repeat a trope common to 
queer images on screen. Just as Michal opens up about his sexuality to his father, he faces a 
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tragic fate. Along similar lines, Murdoch’s disappointment might also reflect the fact that Michal’s 
death signals a distinctive divergence from the conventional structure of the contemporary 
coming-out story.  
 
Michal’s death can be seen to facilitate a bisexual reading of the film, because it disrupts the 
Figure 6.4 Kuba and Sylwia share a bath. This closing 
scene offers viewers’ little sense of closure before the credits 
begin to roll. 
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potential for a coupled, homosexual relationship. Yet from a bisexual perspective this conclusion 
is also problematic. In addition to the fact that Michal’s death might be interpreted as the 
punishment of an openly gay character, it also marks involvement with the film’s bisexual 
character, Kuba, as dangerous, whilst potentially rendering bisexuality a product of failed or 
interrupted homosexuality. Thus the film’s conclusion signals a bind for bisexual representation 
whereby the plot points that enable its visibility may also mark this visibility in unintendedly 
negative ways. Rather than being vexed by this bisexual bind though, many viewers, including 
Murdoch, express their displeasure with the ways the film deviates from conventions of the 
homosexual coming-out story. The fact that Michal and Kuba do not leave the shackles of their 
homophobic community or families to form a romantic coupled resolution impedes the 
affirmative ending anticipated. This resolution is also obscured by the fact that Kuba does not 
denounce his other-sex desires or declare his homosexuality, and that ultimately he remains 
with Sylwia in the film’s closing scene. Although it is void of passion or desire, the final scene 
depicts what might be regarded as heteronormativity, with Kuba and Sylwia remaining a couple 
and expecting a baby.  
 
Beyond the MQFF context, the wider public’s relative lack of familiarity with bisexual stories is 
evident in a preoccupation with coming-out conventions in Internet Movie Database (IMDb) user 
reviews of the film. These reviews demonstrate similar disappointment with the film’s failure to 
meet coming-out story expectations. Whereas two of the reviews on IMDb acknowledge Kuba’s 
potential bisexuality, a greater number of reviews focus on the idea that he is gay. For instance, 
one review complains: “There is something about Kuba's character [that] just failed to show the 
audience that he's gay” (Silitonga). Another observes that despite being promoted as 
“something new” for Polish cinema, “what we in fact encounter is a much unwanted throw-back 
to the days when gays in cinema were always the unfortunate, the unfulfilled, the castigated, the 
bad, mad or murdered“ (Didier-20). Although this reviewer goes on to acknowledge, “If there is 
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something new about this character it is the possibility that he is in fact not a gay character but a 
bisexual character” and concedes that, “As a portrayal of the obstacles of bisexual fulfilment the 
story serves well”, he is ultimately too troubled by the tragic death of Michal and the film’s “out of 
date” treatment of gay themes to enjoy it (Didier-20). A similar sentiment is reflected in another 
review: "I have never watched a gay-themed film that ended up being so decidedly and [sic] 
anti-gay as this one did” (Moviegeek1), and on a message board thread titled “This is a terrible 
gay movie right?” (irrrespon) (see figure 6.5)  
 
Clarifying the question, the author of the post explains: “There’s female nudity, gay dude dies, 
gay bashing, and extremely sexual straight scenes. Great.” Whilst the post clearly lacks critical 
finesse, it succinctly summarises some of the most significant ways that the film diverges from 
Figure 6.5 “A terrible gay movie.” IMDb forum posts provide insights into the ways Floating 
Skyscrapers has been understood as a failed homosexual coming-out narrative.  
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the homosexual coming-out story that formed the basis of its promotion, including by the MQFF. 
In addition to a clarification that “not only female nudity but cunnilingus” is present, another user 
asserts: “[it] should have been a bi film” (jerry4444). This user seems to think it is a bisexual 
film, rather than a gay movie. However, the remark that it “should have been” a bisexual film can 
also be read as a response to its framing or marketing. That is, this user suggests that the film 
should have been more clearly demarcated as bisexual cinema. Within the context of IMDb, this 
point is particularly applicable. Less ambiguous than the MQFF synopsis, the film’s plot 
summary on IMDb more overtly imposes a homosexual reading of the film as: “The story of a 
young man discovering his homosexuality, while his girlfriend tries to cling onto him”. Viewers’ 
frustration with the film for not living up to expectation, then, is unsurprising. The MQFF 
synopsis is marked by a similarly skewed perspective. Both synopses reflect an emphasis on 
traditional narrative trajectories and thus establish expectations that the film cannot ultimately 
meet.  
 
Despite the fact that Floating Skyscrapers has been framed as a gay coming-out story in some 
contexts, examining the film from a bisexual perspective reveals the myriad ways it codes 
sexuality and desire with complexity.  In addition to its content and narrative structure the film’s 
style and aesthetics are conducive to a bisexual reading. In large part this is due to the film’s 
art-cinema narration and visual style, exemplified by its emphasis on spectacle over action; its 
undermining of narrative progression by withholding visual and aural cues; and the recurring 
abstract visual sequences. As Pramaggiore and San Filippo have shown, such an aesthetic is 
attuned to undermining a narrative of progress and can serve to communicate the nonlinearity 
of bisexual experience. The long takes and preponderance of static shots that pervade Floating 
Skyscrapers mirror the film’s thematic concerns. One of the more striking examples of this 
technique occurs when Kuba gives up and stops swimming midway through an important time 
trial (see figure 6.6). As his competitors pass him, Kuba floats hesitantly below the pool’s 
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surface. The camera lingers underwater on his figure as he hovers almost motionless, treading 
water, in a powerfully symbolic image of his predicament.  
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Figure 6.6 The time trial sequence.  This sequence 
emphasises the film’s clever use of cinematography to 
convey thematic concerns and foster bisexual reading 
strategies.   
 
Figure 6.7 The film’s Polish poster. 
This poster features a stand-out image 
from Floating Skyscrapers.  
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The power of this image and its reflection of the film as a whole is reinforced by its use on the 
film’s Polish poster (see figure 6.7).  What makes this sequence most striking is that when Kuba 
leaves the pool, the camera remains below the surface, following the movements of a group of 
synchronised swimmers. It is only when these swimmers rise to the surface that the camera 
follows, offering viewers another glimpse of Kuba in long shot by the edge of the pool. As the 
camera emerges from the water to reveal Kuba being lectured by his swimming coach, our view 
of them is again interrupted by the legs of the synchronised swimmers. The conversation 
between Kuba and his coach is also rendered inaudible by the music that the swimmers move 
to. In addition to replicating Kuba’s own immobility, then, this sequence undermines progression 
and causality by focussing on the (narratively irrelevant) spectacle of the synchronised 
swimmers rather than the film’s protagonist. The way that the camera “linger[s]” on the pool 
“after its causally significant action has been completed” is another example of art-cinema 
narration, which, in contrast to classical narration, has a tendency to emphasise insignificant 
occurrences (Bordwell Narration  207-209).  
 
The disruption and manipulation of space and time typical of art-cinema narration, aligned with 
bisexual reading practices identified by Pramaggiore, are also recurrent throughout the film. For 
instance, whilst camping, Kuba stands by a natural body of water (seen in long shot), before 
running and jumping in. In a match-on-action cut, he plunges beneath the surface of the pool. 
This sequence functions as a stylised transition between scenes. But it also reworks the film’s 
symbolic treatment of water and floating. In contrast to Kuba’s earlier stagnation and failure to 
finish the time trial, this sequence shows him gliding through the water to reach Michal and 
embrace in the pool. A more abstract disruption of temporality and action occurs in the various 
car park sequences in the film. When Michal and Kuba meet in secret in a car park, what 
transpires between the pair is unclear. Each meeting is followed by a sequence presented 
through a point-of-view shot. The shot comes from within the car and gazes out the front 
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windshield. As the car drives upwards through the winding car park in fast motion, propulsive 
dance music plays. Whether these sequences are stylised representations of the pair driving 
around or symbolic stand-ins for something else, such as taking drugs or having sex, is unclear. 
Subtler examples of the use of images to frustrate or disrupt the viewer’s grasp of the action 
include the filming of characters from behind. Shots of the backs of heads and shoulders, akin 
to the famous images in Vivre Sa Vie (Godard 1962), occur throughout the film. In addition to 
heightening a sense of “self-conscious narration” (Bordwell Narration 210), these shots render 
Sylwia and Kuba with an air of impenetrability. These examples and the opening title sequence 
exemplify the ways that traits of art cinema in Floating Skyscrapers reflect Pramaggiore’s 
reading strategies and typify a bisexual aesthetic.  
 
Approached from a bisexual perspective, Floating Skyscrapers presents the story of a character 
who is left floundering as he experiences competing attractions. As a number of the paratexts 
for the film reveal, however, monosexist reading strategies can result in an attempt to contain 
films such as Floating Skyscrapers within established boundaries, even within queer cinema. 
Such framings fail to recognise ambiguity. As demonstrated, the narrative and aesthetics of 
Floating Skyscrapers are both rich with bisexual potential. However, the tendency of reviewers 
and synopses to privilege homophobia and the conventions of the homosexual coming-out story 
threaten to impede bisexual readings of the film. Thus, how a film is marketed can remain an 
impediment to bisexual representation, even within a queer context or when a film is identified 
as bisexual by the MQFF. This targeting of a particular identity is reflected in the framing of 
Sophie O’Connor’s debut Submerge as “the second Australian lesbian film to secure a 
commercial release” (Bianco) but, unlike Floating Skyscrapers, the film’s framing is far more 
conducive to a bisexual reading. 
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Bi its own admission: Submerge 
 
Jordan: I just wish you’d stick with boys. 
Lucas: Why? Are you afraid of the competition?  
Submerge 
 
Submerge is promoted as a Generation Y story of overwhelming choice and a generation’s 
“underlying sense of entitlement” (MQFF 2013 Program 40). As seen in the previous chapter, 
the themes emphasised in the MQFF synopsis of Submerge – greed, having it all, an inability to 
choose – resonate with tropes commonly associated with bisexuality. This bisexual potential in 
O’Connor’s film is further heightened by the MQFF synopsis’ introduction of a theme of 
ungendered desire. Omitting the gender of Jordan’s sexual partners from the program 
emphasises her disregard for boundaries and limitations. As discussed earlier, this framing of 
the film reflects Jo Eadie’s assertion that bisexuality often functions on screen as a signifier of “a 
cultural tension” (“That’s Why” 142).  
 
However, Submerge also presents a range of characters demonstrating varied bisexual desires, 
behaviours, and identities that do not conform to one type. Instead, offering a multiplicity of 
desires and identities, the film presents bisexual behaviour with greater nuance than the other 
films in this sample. Bisexuality is not coded in one particular way by the film or associated with 
one particular character. Instead, bisexual desires, behaviour and identities are explored in 
various ways that are both interconnected and differentiated. Submerge and its framing reveals 
a distinctive example of queer cinema that explores both bisexual identity and sexual fluidity 
without conflating the two.   
 
Rather than presenting same-sex attraction as an issue or problem, Submerge positions same-
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sex attraction as natural, so commonplace that it does not require justification. The film’s 
protagonist, Jordan, faces a number of romantic and personal predicaments throughout the film; 
however, her attraction to women is presented as the least of her worries. Set in Melbourne and 
populated mostly by university students, academics and patrons of a fetish club, Submerge 
normalises various forms of queer sexuality by presenting them as the background for the film’s 
more central themes, such as choice and entitlement. By shedding light on subcultures that 
often refuse the tendency to categorise sexuality explicitly along gender lines, Submerge 
emphasises the fluidity rather than the fixity of attraction or identity. The film’s only reference to 
sexuality-based discrimination is in a brief exchange between Jordan and her housemate, 
Lucas. Expressing her dismay at discovering that Lucas has been having sex with a woman, 
Jordan complains: “You’re such a het-boy sometimes”, before lamenting that she wishes he 
would “stick with boys”. Lucas scolds Jordan for her close-mindedness, retorting: “don’t be so 
heterophobic, J. You sound like a bull dyke”. Beyond this exchange between friends, however, 
neither homophobia nor biphobia is foregrounded by the film. Instead, as its MQFF framing 
indicates, Submerge is more concerned with matters of choice, ambition, entitlement and 
pressure than it is with sexual constraints.  
 
Accompanying the film’s synopsis on the MQFF website, a short trailer exemplifies the thematic 
centrality of choice in Submerge (see figure 6.8). With a duration of less than ninety seconds, 
the trailer commences with the film’s title and the word ‘yes’ appearing repeatedly against a 
black background. The action in the trailer begins with a BDSM scene. An androgynous black 
woman asks Jordan, “Would you like to play?” as an ominous score underpins the imagery. 
Shots of an unsure Jordan are intercut with images of bondage, before she responds, “Yes”, 
and a small title floats by her side accompanied by a question mark, conveying her trepidation: 
“yes?” Whilst the foreboding music continues, the trailer then cuts to Jordan stretching whilst 
crouched by a pool. Though this shift of setting is abrupt, a shot of the tight strapping tape on 
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Jordan’s shoulder strikes visual parallels between the pool and the darker world of the club. Just 
as Jordan prepares to dive into the pool, the soundtrack skips and suddenly both the audio and 
visual tracks are sped up in reverse. With a more upbeat dance track, the trailer continues at a 
rapid speed that emphasises the frenetic energy of Jordan’s routine. She works out, runs 
around campus and delivers a presentation; these sequences include no dialogue and are, 
instead, accompanied by the propulsive beat of the soundtrack. The trailer also introduces 
Angie through a number of brief shots. She is shown embracing her husband Cameron, gazing 
at Jordan, kissing Cameron and then kissing Jordan, before the score climaxes and Angie and 
Jordan have sex as a flood of “yes!” titles inundate the screen. Equally rapidly, however, a shot 
of Angie’s face, looking confused, and a “no?” title appear, followed in quick succession by a 
frustrated Jordan hunched over her studies and a “no!” title. The remainder of the trailer 
continues with an even greater emphasis on sexual encounters and pleasure, including shots 
inside the fetish club: Jordan kissing Lucas, Angie and Daisy, an employee of the kink club; 
“yes” and “no” titles; and shots of Jordan’s mother looking uneasy as she waits for Jordan by the 
pool. Consistent with the MQFF synopsis, then, the trailer makes Jordan’s efforts to obtain 
“everything she desires” (MQFF 2013 Program 40) its focal point, as well as the seemingly 
unlimited, but sometimes conflicting, choices she faces.  
 
As indicated previously, this characterisation strikes parallels with Eadie’s description of the 
Figure 6.8 Overwhelmed by choice. Stills from the trailer accompanying the MQFF release of 
Submerge illustrate its use of ‘yes’ and ‘no’ titles to emphasise the film’s thematic concern with 
choice. 
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insatiable bisexual. According to Eadie: 
The presence of the bisexual figure […] is an indicator that a cultural tension is being broached, 
whose contours the bisexual enables the audience to negotiate, and whose dangers the bisexual 
always embodies. As an outsider s/he is the one who is seen as going beyond the limits, and who 
thereby serves to teach a lesson about what those limits are. The bisexual is therefore a marker, 
whose bisexuality signals that there is something – or rather, something else – of interest about 
them. (“That’s Why” 142) 
Jordan fits this description in a number of ways. Although she is neither as dangerous nor as 
much of an outsider as some of Eadie’s examples (Catherine Trammel of Basic Instinct, for 
instance), she does symbolise the disruption of limits. The MQFF program emphasises this 
disruption. In the synopsis, Jordan is positioned as embodying the dangers of a generational 
tension (namely the entitlement of Generation Y) and is characterised by her voracious appetite. 
The MQFF synopsis, which emphasises Jordan’s “sense of entitlement” and the indistinctness 
of her attractions, offers the warning: “In trying to obtain everything will Jordan be left with 
nothing?” (2013 40). This emphasis on the dangers of Jordan’s behaviour is warranted by the 
events depicted in the film. Although her behaviour is not dangerous to those around her, her 
use of drugs, her unmanageable workload and her sexual experimentation are presented as 
self-destructive. In keeping with Eadie’s ideas, Jordan’s bisexual activity can be read as 
symptomatic of her insatiable desire or her disregard for limits. Yet, notably, Jordan is not 
characterised as clearly bisexual within the film itself. In fact, juxtaposing Jordan’s 
characterisation with Angie and Lucas’ depiction highlights that bisexual behaviour functions as 
a signifier of both identity (in Lucas’ case) and more generalised chaos or danger (as in 
Jordan’s case). Thus the film itself is more complex than either Eadie’s theory or the MQFF 
synopsis in the ways it signifies bisexuality and uses bisexuality to signify.  
 
Despite her bisexual behaviour, Jordan’s characterisation in the film portrays her identity as less 
ambiguous than the film’s entryway paratexts initially suggest. In the film, for instance, Jordan’s 
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scolding of Lucas for being a “het-boy” and refusing to stick with one sex reveals her own 
monosexist expectations; Lucas’ refusal to limit his sexual encounters to one gender draws 
disdain from Jordan. However, as the film progresses, Jordan’s own sexual behaviour also 
disrupts a monosexual paradigm. As Jordan’s life begins to spiral out of control she seeks 
comfort and escapism in sexual encounters. Her graphic BDSM encounter with a man at the 
fetish club near the film’s conclusion and an implied sexual encounter with Lucas seem to 
symbolise her personal crisis rather than an exploration of her desires. As a consequence, the 
film can be seen to suggest that Jordan’s bisexual behaviour is the product of an emotional 
breakdown.  
 
From the film’s outset, Jordan is overwhelmed with trying to balance the demands of her 
swimming, academic and social commitments. As these demands increase and she encounters 
the additional stress of her affair with Angie, she begins self-medicating with alcohol, drugs and 
sex. Her experimentation at the fetish club is not presented as a positive example of self-
discovery or exploration. Rather, she appears to seek refuge from the disorder of her life in 
submissive sex play. Shots of Jordan bound and gasping for breath provide a motif for her 
predicament (see figure 6.9). This characterisation of Jordan’s sexual encounters draws on the 
tropes identified by Eadie, and suggests that her bisexual activity is indicative of her loss of 
Figure 6.9 Jordan submits. As Jordan’s world spirals out of control 
around her she submits to an older man at the kink club. The 
experience is not depicted as liberating, however.  Instead it 
symbolises the depth of her decline. 
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control. Read in this way, Jordan is bisexual, or behaves bisexually, because she fails to 
respect boundaries; her bisexuality seems to be symptomatic of this rather than causal. But if 
Jordan’s bisexual behaviour is symbolic of her emotional breakdown, then whether she is to be 
decoded as a lesbian or a bisexual character remains ambiguous. Considered in contrast to the 
film’s other characters and in relation to the film’s marketing as lesbian cinema, it is likely Jordan 
will be read as lesbian by many viewers.  
 
The film’s recurrent promotion as lesbian cinema supports such a reading of its protagonist. For 
instance, Matt Akersten described the film in an article for Same Same as “an Australian 
lesbian-themed movie.” In a similar strategy to the promotion of Floating Skyscrapers as 
Poland’s first gay film, Submerge has been touted online as “only the second Australian lesbian 
feature film to attain commercial release" (Bianco), most notably on AfterEllen.com and LGBT-
news.com. The definition of lesbian cinema being used as the basis of these claims is unclear; 
however, they seem to reflect an unambiguous reading of Jordan’s sexual orientation. Whilst 
this framing alone is not a reason to dismiss Jordan’s potential bisexual identity, a reading that 
considers her behaviour in relation to her breakdown in the film may account for the 
categorisation of the film as a lesbian text. At the same time, though, the film’s official paratexts 
- including its trailer, website and DVD release – avoid prescribing Jordan’s sexual identity as 
lesbian, thus preserving a more open reading. This may reflect the stance of the film’s producer, 
Kat Holmes, that: “The only point we make during the film, and even then it was inadvertent, is 
that no-one has the right to define your sexual identity for you. Especially not other lesbians” 
(qtd in Bennett). Holmes can be seen to suggest that despite Jordan’s sexual experimentation 
with men, her identification as a lesbian is not open to contestation from other lesbians. Yet her 
statement also incorporates ambiguity as to whether Jordan may be understood as bisexual or 
lesbian, or something else entirely. Ultimately, Jordan’s sexual identity is left open to various 
interpretations, highlighting that bisexual behaviour need not necessarily correlate with a stable, 
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bisexual identity and that bisexual behaviour is not incompatible with a lesbian identity. 
However, one thing that discourages a forthright reading of Jordan as bisexual is the clarity with 
which another character’s bisexuality is denoted in the film.    
 
Despite Holmes’ statement, the bisexuality of Jordan’s best friend and housemate, Lucas, is 
overtly defined in the film’s official paratexts. Although Lucas is not referenced in the MQFF 
synopsis of the film, the synopsis on the official Submerge website describes him as Jordan’s 
“bi best friend”. This description also accompanies the DVD release, and is replicated in various 
other forms, such as the film’s listings on Amazon and iTunes. Lucas’ explicit identification as 
bisexual in these paratexts heightens bisexual visibility off screen. But it is also important in 
terms of framing because it clearly demarcates Lucas as bisexual without the ambiguity that has 
characterised most of the other paratexts analysed thus far. At the same time that Submerge 
forefronts bisexual identities in explicit terms though, it is also able to maintain a level of 
ambiguity and openness regarding sexual fluidity. This stems largely from the fact that neither 
Jordan nor Angie is identified in as definitive a way as Lucas is by the film’s official paratexts, 
even though all three characters partake in various forms of bisexual behaviour.  
 
As a supporting character, Lucas’ sexuality is not central to the plot or explored in great detail. 
However, much like the queer background against which the plot unfolds, Lucas’ bisexuality is 
made visible and casually alluded to throughout the film. In his first appearance on screen, 
Jordan accidently interrupts Lucas as he says good-bye to Lachlan, with whom he has spent the 
night. Jordan smirks and teases Lucas: “twice in one week… I like him.” Later that evening, 
Lachlan and Lucas meet at a bar where Angie and Jordan are among the other patrons. “Lucas 
is in his element,” jokes Angie. When Jordan reveals that she hopes he continues to date 
Lachlan, Angie is confused: “I thought I saw him kissing a girl on campus.” An unfazed Jordan 
responds, “he probably was.” Despite her awareness of Lucas’ bisexual behaviour, however, 
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Jordan’s response to his one-night stand with a woman reveals her uneasiness with his other-
sex attractions and her desire that he adopt a monosexual position.  
 
Despite Jordan’s apprehension though, Lucas’ bisexual behaviour continues throughout the film 
and it is depicted as neither duplicitous nor dangerous. In fact, for the most part, Lucas functions 
as the film’s most principled character. It is Lucas who most clearly demonstrates understanding 
of and respect for boundaries or limitations: as Jordan flails under the pressures of her 
swimming and academic pursuits, it is Lucas who tries to lift her spirits and help her establish a 
balance between her work and life. When she plans to attend a party where Cameron and 
Angie will also be present, Lucas makes the observation that this might be awkward for Jordan 
and offers support. Once the affair is revealed, Cameron dismisses Jordan from her research 
assistant position and offers Lucas the job, but, for Jordan’s sake, Lucas turns him down. In 
these ways, Lucas’ bisexuality does not signify his danger or disrespect for all boundaries. 
Instead, he behaves with integrity, displays consideration and manages to conduct relationships 
without any major crises. At the film’s conclusion, Lucas’ sexual future is shown to remain as 
open and potentially varied as his past, further affirming his bisexuality. The lack of a coupled 
resolution in Submerge is evident not only in relation to Lucas, though. Both Angie and Jordan 
also remain single with unclear futures at the film’s end. 
 
Angie is not referred to as bisexual by the film’s official paratexts in the way that Lucas is, yet 
she also demonstrates bisexual desire. Despite being married to Jordan’s lecturer, Cameron, 
Angie has an affair with Jordan. Angie’s behaviour leads to the breakdown of her marriage and 
may accordingly be characterised as destructive; its clandestine nature also shows her 
disregard for boundaries. Yet Angie’s actions suggest a duality of desires that are characterised 
differently in the film than Jordan’s more desperate experimentation. Accordingly, her bisexual 
behaviour is less easily dismissed as symptomatic of a breakdown or a disregard for 
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boundaries. Although Angie seeks excitement outside her long-term marriage, the film presents 
this affair as a product of her attraction to and connection with Jordan. The damage of her 
liaison, then, can be understood to further assert the strength and authenticity of her attraction 
to Jordan. Thus, although Angie’s bisexual behaviour leads to some destructive consequences, 
it is not characterised as a product of destructive behaviour.   
 
This is significant, because whereas Lucas’ sexual encounters are casual and occupy little 
screen time, Angie’s role in the film’s central romantic triangle ensures her desires are explored 
in greater detail. Early in the narrative, Jordan joins the couple for a spontaneous dinner party: 
wine, conversation and laughter flow. A later dinner scene at the couple’s home, without 
Jordan’s presence, is drastically different: the conversation is characterised by awkwardness, 
they do not enjoy their meal and the proceedings take place in almost total darkness. In further 
contrast, Angie and Jordan’s casual dinner of fish and chips on the beach demonstrates an 
easiness and comfort between the pair, who are seen bathed in the natural light of the setting 
sun (see figure 6.10). Following this encounter with Jordan, Angie returns home and interrupts 
Cameron, who is working. Moving his laptop aside abruptly, she straddles his lap, unbuttons his 
shirt and begins to kiss him. The juxtaposition of this encounter with the beach scene suggests 
Angie returns aroused from her time with Jordan, and acts on these feelings with Cameron. This 
is supported by the emptiness of the ensuing encounter between Angie and Cameron, 
suggested by the fact that sex is implied but not shown. Just as Cameron and Angie begin to 
undress the scene ends, cutting to an unsatisfied looking Angie, cleansing her face as she sits 
on the edge of the bathtub and Cameron tells her about his day whilst flossing. The sequence 
reflects Angie’s earlier admission to Jordan that she is jealous of Lucas’ sex life because she 
and Cameron have been together for a “really long time.” In contrast to Lucas, then, Angie’s 
bisexual behaviour is marked by same-sex passion and other-sex detachment. 
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Nevertheless, Angie’s stale relationship with Cameron does not preclude the possibility of her 
bisexuality. Unlike Lucas, her dual desires and attractions are not addressed in the film’s 
dialogue. Yet this absence of dialogue or reflection on Angie’s sexuality may be significant in 
itself. When the married Angie returns the affections of her student and becomes embroiled in 
an affair with a woman, not one of the characters reacts to or comments on her sexuality. 
Jordan is not concerned about Angie’s sexual orientation as she flirts with and pursues her, nor 
does she query Angie about her sexuality or encourage her to come out. Perhaps most notably, 
Figure 6.10 Angie’s desire for fulfilment. Angie’s attraction to 
Jordan is palpable as they share dinner on the beach. When she 
returns home she pounces on Cameron. Ultimately, however, 
she is left unfulfilled.  
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Angie’s husband Cameron is also unsurprised by her same-sex attraction. Cameron finds out 
about the affair when he overhears Jordan and Angie arguing outside his home in the early 
hours of the morning. From this relatively ambiguous exchange, Cameron becomes outraged 
about the affair and asks Angie to move out. Despite his outrage at Angie’s betrayal, he 
demonstrates no confusion or surprise at the object of Angie’s affections. By presenting her 
bisexual behaviour as a non-issue in these ways, the film undermines conventions of 
monosexual reading practices. That Angie remains single at the film’s conclusion, after turning 
down both Cameron and Jordan’s offers of a relationship, further heightens the ambiguity of 
both her sexual past and potential sexual future.  
 
In its presentation of three characters who behave bisexually and remain uncoupled at the film’s 
conclusion, Submerge offers a richness and nuance that most films with a bisexual character 
are unable to achieve. Bisexual characters are often depicted as lone figures, as exemplified in 
films such as Sunday Bloody Sunday, Heartbeats and Floating Skyscrapers. Because of their 
central bisexual triads, these films depict a unique bisexual figure who is situated in the 
narrative as a fulcrum between a heterosexual man and homosexual woman or vice versa.14 
Submerge deviates from this structure by demonstrating the myriad ways that bisexual desire 
can manifest. This includes the fact that bisexual behaviour may be associated with a character 
like Jordan who seems to identify as lesbian and hold monosexist views. The representation of 
Angie and Lucas, who can both be readily decoded as bisexual, is also significant. Whereas 
Lucas is confident and open in his casual sexual encounters and therefore not duplicitous, 
Angie loses her long-term marriage after having an affair.  Both Lucas and Angie are close to 
Jordan, but whilst Lucas exists in her life as a source of stability, strength and support, Angie 
                                               
14 As Marjorie Garber has theorised, an analysis of such triangulated relationships might reveal that 
desire flows in all directions – imbuing all three characters with a certain bisexual potential or dormant 
desire. In this analysis, however, I am referring to more overt instances of bisexual identity. 
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disappoints Jordan and brings further instability. The characterisation of Lucas and Angie as 
distinct from each other is indicative of the film’s nuanced approach to bisexuality and enriches 
its bisexual coding, demonstrating that bisexuality is not synonymous with one type of figure or 
a symptom of a character’s weaknesses.  
 
As the depiction of all three of the film’s leads reveals, bisexual behaviour is not the mark of the 
outsider in Submerge. In ways that echo Eadies’ ideas, Jordan’s bisexuality may be 
symptomatic of her inability to say no and Angie’s affair might be a result of her disregard for 
boundaries. However, Lucas’ characterisation destabilises the link between bisexual behaviour 
and recklessness. By presenting three distinct characters partaking in various forms of bisexual 
behaviour, Submerge surpasses the positioning of bisexuality as a single type, or as 
symptomatic of other concerns. Instead, the film uses bisexuality as one signifier amongst 
others to communicate a character’s “place within […] debates about limit and constraint” (Eadie 
“That’s Why” 143), whilst also transcending the limitations of this function through the character 
of Lucas. Consequently, Submerge can be understood as an example of a more interesting and 
complex exploration of bisexuality on screen than Eadie’s theory is able to encompass.  
 
Figure 6.11 Lucas and Angie come together. Two of the film’s bisexual figures come 
together as Angie apologises to Lucas for Cameron’s violent outburst. 
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In conclusion, an examination of the film and its paratexts reveals that Submerge is significant 
because of its representation of multiplicity and its ability to represent sexual fluidity alongside 
bisexual identity without conflating the two. As demonstrated, the paratextual delineation of 
Lucas as bisexual is central to this achievement. Describing a character in a film’s official 
paratexts as bisexual is not the only way to represent bisexual identity, nor is it necessarily ideal 
in every case. However, given the current context of bisexual representation, which despite 
being present is rarely officially acknowledged or named in films and their promotion, even in 
the QFF context, the paratextual representation of Lucas is very significant. That the film is able 
to both signify bisexual identity and present fluid sexuality as an attribute of multiple identities is 
commendable. This complex engagement with sexuality on screen also ensures that the film’s 
framing as “lesbian cinema” does not constrain its potential meanings, but may, instead, 
heighten its exploration of sexual politics and their intricacies.  
 
“Sometimes passion has no boundaries”: The Sex of the Angels 
 
Marta: What I don’t get is that you didn’t notice he was gay. Mind you, he isn’t camp at all.  
Carla: We’ve always been great sexually. And guys can’t fake orgasms.  
Marta: Then it’s obvious: he’s bisexual.  
The Sex of the Angels 
 
Like Submerge, The Sex of the Angels can be described as a more progressive example of 
bisexual representation because it too presents varied bisexual experiences and ensures their 
visibility in its marketing. Rather than focussing on the film as positive in its portrayal of 
bisexuality, however, this case study is more concerned with the ways that the film’s emphasis 
on sexual fluidity and polyamory is framed. Like the other films in this chapter, The Sex of the 
Angels is centred on a love triangle. However, in contrast to the previous two examples, The 
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Sex of the Angels resolves its central romantic conflict by having all three of its central 
characters find happiness and a stable relationship. What makes this resolution most unusual is 
that all three characters remain in the same liaison, culminating in a celebration of a 
polyamorous, triadic relationship as a viable point of continuity.  
 
Like Floating Skyscrapers, and in the tradition of coming-out cinema, The Sex of the Angels 
commences with a man in a heterosexual relationship who meets and experiences an instant 
connection with another man. Whilst watching a dance troupe on the street, Bruno is mugged 
and knocks his head on the pavement. Rai, one of the dancers, comes to his rescue. The pair 
get along instantly, and when Rai takes Bruno back to his place to clean up and rest, it becomes 
apparent that their chemistry is more than platonic. Held back by loyalty to his girlfriend Carla, 
however, and perhaps by his own discomfort with his newfound same-sex desire, Bruno initially 
resists Rai’s advances. However, ultimately the chemistry is too strong to resist and the two 
men embark on an illicit affair. Where the film departs from a homosexual trajectory, though, is 
that, like Kuba in Floating Skyscrapers, Bruno continues to enjoy a close bond and sexual 
relationship with his girlfriend, Carla. Demonstrating no desire to choose between his same- and 
other-sex desires, and maintaining concurrent bisexual activity, Bruno’s sexuality is coded 
clearly as bisexual.  
 
However, as the film’s tagline asserts, “this is not heaven”. After Carla stumbles across Bruno 
and Rai having sex, for example, she demands that Bruno choose. She sobs: 
Carla: Are you a homosexual? 
Bruno: No, I’m not a homosexual. 
Carla: Bruno, this is rough on me but you have to accept it. 
Bruno: Carla, I like women. I like you! 
Carla: Are you fooling me or yourself? 
Bruno: No, I’m telling you the truth. I love you. 
After a lengthy exchange, Carla makes her feelings clear: “don’t see him again. If you love me, 
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don’t see him anymore”. After initially promising to adhere to Carla’s request, Bruno succumbs 
and flees with Rai to the country. But he soon finds his separation from Carla equally 
unbearable. Carla agrees to continue her relationship with Bruno whilst permitting him to 
continue seeing Rai. Matters are further complicated though when Carla and Rai also begin to 
spend time together and end up sexually involved. As this simplified overview of the plot 
illustrates, the film centres on complicated desires and relationships. In spite of this complexity, 
however, the film’s end offers a joyful resolution in which the trio are living together happily in a 
triadic, or polyamorous, relationship. This turn of events in the film is consistent with the fact that 
The Sex of the Angels was framed widely as a film about polyamory and fluid desires. 
 
The official entryway paratexts framing the film’s release foreground triadic imagery and 
emphasise a disregard for boundaries. The latter of these two aspects is typified in the official 
theatrical release trailer. Like the film itself, the trailer commences with Rai’s dance troupe 
performing on the street. The trailer cuts to a shot of Bruno watching the performance; a brief 
freeze frame is held and words in bold blue font appear: “THIS IS BRUNO.” (see figure 6.12). 
As the action continues, Carla and Rai are introduced in a similar fashion: “HIS GIRLFRIEND 
CARLA”; “AND NEW FRIEND RAI.” The dynamics between these three characters are 
established as central to the plot from the outset in the trailer, though it is worth noting that each 
character is defined by their relationship to Bruno – a move which may imply the film will chart 
Bruno’s development or journey in linear terms. However, this expectation is destabilised by the 
trailer as the complicated relationships that unfold between Rai and Bruno, Rai and Carla, and 
Carla and Bruno are signified through various gazes and embraces. This montage of desire is 
intercut with a series of titles: “THE LAWS OF”; “ATTRACTION”; “SEX”; “LOVE”; and 
“RELATIONSHIPS”. The titles do not form a sentence or coherent statement on the laws of 
attraction, sex, love, and relationships. Rather, they merely indicate that such laws exist. Later 
in the trailer two more significant titles emerge. Disrupting the action, a black screen appears 
230 
 
with bold lettering:  “SOMETIMES PASSION”. In the montage that follows, shots of Rai kissing 
Carla, Bruno kissing Rai, and Carla kissing Bruno appear, before a shot of the three running 
Figure 6.12 Boundless passion. The trailer for The 
Sex of the Angels makes the film’s exploration of 
transgressive relationships and desires explicit.  
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and colliding as they play in the gym. At this point another black screen and title appear: “HAS 
NO BOUNDARIES”. The trailer concludes with images of the trio giggling, dancing and 
embracing, accompanied by the film’s upbeat credit sequence song, “Two Flavours” by Eduardo 
Molinero. As a discrete text, the trailer boldly asserts that the conventional laws and boundaries 
defining passion are imperfect and unable to contain desire, clearly articulating the film’s 
ideological position on sexual fluidity and polyamory, and priming viewers’ expectations 
accordingly.   
 
In addition to the ways that the film’s trailer highlights sexual fluidity, its most prominent paratext 
in the MQFF setting, the program synopsis, also reiterates this theme. As seen in the previous 
chapter, The Sex of the Angels is framed in the MQFF program as youthful, visceral and 
disruptive of boundaries: 
A new generation navigates sexual fluidity, torn affections, and open relationships in this steamy 
love triangle. Xavier Villaverde’s latest film is all about bodies: in motion, entwined, heaving with 
laughter or sadness. His attractive young cast enacts an ever more socially acceptable post-
millenial scenario – that of the ménage a trois. (“2013” 39) 
Unlike the characterisation of bisexual behaviour in some of the other synopses as being 
authentically aligned with a homosexual or heterosexual identity, the synopsis for The Sex of 
the Angels foregrounds the film’s triadic relationship and attributes equal legitimacy to all 
desires. It does this, in part, by referencing the film’s “steamy love triangle” and describing the 
film with references to bodies, youthfulness and passion. From the synopsis alone it becomes 
apparent that this is not a triadic relationship of convenience, or based purely on rivalry, with 
overt desires flowing in only particular directions.  Rather, it is a visceral and steamy affair 
marked by desires which flow in all directions.  Although the film’s bisexual characters and 
concerns are not overtly named as such in the MQFF program, the synopsis brings salience to 
the film’s exploration of “polyamory” and “sexual fluidity” (“2013” 39), which can be understood 
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to connote the presence of bisexual desire. In framing the film and establishing expectations, 
then, the MQFF synopsis can be understood to encourage, or at least facilitate, a bisexual 
reading. 
 
The film’s paratexts also present an opportunity for making bisexuality visible more broadly 
within the MQFF, off screen. The previous chapter highlighted that although bisexual behaviour 
is introduced in a number of the synopses, for the most part the MQFF program lacks bisexual 
representation, both pictorially and in its discourse. In a number of cases examined, this 
underrepresentation reflects the content of the films described. When a film such as The Sex of 
the Angels is included in the program, then, it represents a clear opportunity to depict bisexuality 
overtly in the program. Arguably, however, this opportunity is underutilised in relation to the way 
The Sex of the Angels has been framed in the MQFF program. The photograph accompanying 
the MQFF synopsis is a strong example of a missed opportunity for bisexual representation. 
Despite the film’s subject matter, the image accompanying The Sex of the Angels’ synopsis 
adheres to the MQFF pattern of including an image that depicts just one gender, and thus tends 
to elide other-sex relationships. In this case it is an image of Rai and (a predominantly out-of-
frame) Bruno looking ill at ease. The image emphasises tension and is devoid of the passion or 
excitement central to the film itself. The program could have presented a more overt image of 
both bisexuality and polyamory. Comparing the image in the MQFF program with the imagery 
used throughout the film’s official paratexts provides a clearer sense of this missed opportunity. 
The inclusion of one of these triadic images (see figure 6.13), or one of the many other striking 
triadic images from the film (see figure 6.14), could have manifested a bolder representation of 
bisexual desire in the MQFF program.  
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Such representation could also have been accentuated by use of the term bisexual in the 
synopsis itself. Although both Rai and Bruno are coded as bisexual in the film, neither is 
Figure 6.14 Triadic images. Three of the many stills 
from The Sex of the Angels that could have been 
included in the MQFF program as being more 
representative of the film’s concerns. 
Figure 6.13 Posters for The Sex of the 
Angels. In contrast with the image 
accompanying the film's MQFF program 
notes, these posters provide examples of 
imagery that is more representative of the 
film. 
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described as such in the synopsis. Whilst the openness that results from a lack of naming 
identities is commendable in that it fosters the film’s potential to be representative of various 
nonmonosexual identities, it might also be regarded as a missed opportunity from a bisexual 
perspective. These omissions can be seen to contribute to the limited visibility of bisexuality at 
the festival. Nevertheless, the synopsis can also be understood to successfully foster a bisexual 
framing of the film itself.  
 
One of the most notable facets of the initial framing of The Sex of the Angels is its foregrounding 
of the film’s conclusion. Both the MQFF synopsis and the trailer make the film’s focus on a 
positive polyamorous experience salient. The brief overview of the plot in the MQFF program 
notes and the initial frames of the film’s theatrical trailer both establish that this is a narrative 
about a love triangle. Accordingly, potential viewers may anticipate romantic conflict, followed by 
the triumph of a coupled resolution. However, the expectation that Bruno will eventually choose 
either Carla or (more likely in the context of a queer film festival) Rai is disrupted by the film’s 
trailer, which makes the trio’s happy relationship together salient whilst also commenting on the 
fact that passion has no boundaries. The MQFF synopsis also echoes these thematic concerns. 
The fact that these paratexts foreshadow the film’s conclusion is significant because it disrupts 
the expectation that the triangle will be resolved with coupled resolution. In the film this triadic 
resolution does not become possible or apparent until the final scenes. However, the 
foreshadowing of this resolution in the film’s marketing enables viewers to enjoy the narrative’s 
conflict and tensions as a means to an end of which they are already aware. Thus viewers can 
appreciate the narrative without necessarily speculating as to whether Bruno is really gay or 
straight, and hence who he will settle down with, or “choose”. This prefiguring of the film’s 
conclusion in its marketing is not especially unusual. Promotional materials often foreshadow a 
film’s conclusion, particularly in the case of genre films, like the romantic comedy, where a clear 
sense of an anticipated resolution may already circulate. In these instances, the delivery of an 
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anticipated conclusion is likely to be a part of the film’s appeal.  
 
In the case of The Sex of the Angels, though, the resolution is not generic or conventional. 
Instead, the foreshadowed conclusion is likely to be otherwise unanticipated. Making this 
unconventional conclusion prominent in the film’s marketing plays a powerful role in fostering a 
bisexual reading. By disrupting the idea that a romantic triangle must be resolved as one couple 
or another, the film’s framing establishes that the resolution will instead concern how the 
romantic triangle can be solidified as a point of equilibrium itself. Therefore, the framing of The 
Sex of the Angels primes a particular mode of reading whereby discerning the character’s 
sexuality is a lesser interpretive concern.  
 
Whilst this paratextual foreshadowing defuses the audience’s desire to understand or categorise 
the sexuality of Bruno, the final scenes nevertheless maintain suspense and intrigue. When Rai 
hitchhikes away from the country house in order to leave Bruno and Carla in a peaceful 
relationship, the pair panic and go after him on a motorcycle. After a road chase and much 
persuading, Rai agrees to return with Carla and Bruno to maintain a polyamorous relationship. 
However, just as matters are seemingly resolved, Bruno and Carla are thrown from their bike as 
it plunges off the road. The sequence draws comparisons with the conclusion of François 
Truffaut’s Jules and Jim (1962). Like The Sex of the Angels, Jules and Jim explores a triadic 
relationship. In contrast with the sexual fluidity of The Sex of the Angels, though, the relationship 
between Jules, Jim and Catherine is marked predominantly by heterosexual desire. Jim and 
Jules both have sexual relationships with Catherine in the film, but not with one another. As 
Garber observes of Truffaut’s film, “whatever sexual attraction there might be between the two 
men is downplayed to the point of invisibility,” ensuring that although “the film is readable as gay 
or bi […] the characters are less visibly ambisextrous” (483). The reluctance of Jules and Jim to 
explore a more fluid, triadic relationship culminates in its conclusion. The film ends with 
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Catherine and Jim careering off a bridge, leaving Jules to mourn their deaths. Whilst The Sex of 
the Angels makes allusion to this scene in its own climactic motorcycle accident, it concludes 
quite differently. In contrast to Jules and Jim, all three characters escape unscathed and the film 
closes with an extremely positive and upbeat scene of the trio dancing in their apartment to 
“Two Flavours” (see figure 6.15). This playfulness can be seen as reflexive in that the film 
acknowledges the unlikelihood of its conclusion in order to more fully assert its importance. This 
importance can be understood as significant to both bisexual cinema and polyamory on screen. 
However, more broadly, it can also be interpreted to challenge the tragedy trope common to 
queer cinema, providing a more auspicious conclusion than a film like Floating Skyscrapers. 
 
Despite being framed paratextually in a manner that raises both the visibility and legibility of 
bisexuality, the pervasiveness of monosexual reading strategies and a resistance to bisexual 
narratives can nevertheless be traced in responses to The Sex of the Angels at IMDb. Although 
most films on IMDb have a proportion of dissatisfied message board threads and poor reviews, 
Figure 6.15 An upbeat conclusion. The film's credit sequence 
highlights the central trio's joy and affection for one another as they 
dance around their apartment. 
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the criticism of both Floating Skyscrapers and The Sex of the Angels at this website is 
distinctive for including blatant biphobia and condemnation of other-sex desire in queer cinema. 
Along similar lines to criticism levelled at Floating Skyscrapers, a number of reviewers lament 
the graphic nature of the sex scenes between Bruno and Carla in The Sex of the Angels. What 
seems to bother viewers most is that these scenes take precedence over, or occupy more 
screen time than, the sex scenes between people of the same sex. For instance, one user 
writes that: “I was a bit annoyed that the sexual development of the main character Bruno, who 
has this amazing connection with another guy, and his subsequent ‘first gay interaction’ is given 
so little attention […] The sex scenes between Bruno and his long term girlfriend are in 
comparison graphic” (Richard-512-843593). Another user writes, “It’s extremely noticeable that 
whereas the straight sex scenes are pleasingly explicit, the gay ones are very discrete [sic] – 
disappointing double-standards” (euroGary). These observations are reasonable; the other-sex 
sex scenes in the film are indeed more graphic. It is understandable that this is received with 
displeasure by a number of viewers, and also exasperation by those who interpret this 
imbalance as symptomatic of cowardice or conservatism on director Villaverde’s part. However, 
it can be argued that within the realm of queer cinema, the communication of bisexuality may, in 
some cases, require that same-sex sex be granted greater duration or saliency on screen as a 
means of amplifying its signification. Within queer cinema, other-sex sex may require more 
active legitimisation. If a queer film gives little attention to other-sex sex, then these acts might 
be understood as passionless, undertaken out of duty or fear or as an attempt by the 
protagonist to hide or deny his “authentic” gay desire and identity. Understood from this 
perspective, the film’s greater emphasis on other-sex attraction may tend to work against the 
grain of queer cinema, which tends to privilege same-sex attraction.  
 
Such a reading further attests to the important role that a film’s framing plays in priming viewer 
expectation. Those who have been led by paratexts to expect a gay film are likely to be puzzled 
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by the explicit same-sex sex scenes. One review, titled “Marketing Misdirection” complains:     
This title appears under “gay” – which could be considered accurate if you would consider the 
Paul Rudd, Jennifer Aniston [movie] OBJECT OF MY AFFECTION to be a gay film […] Many gay 
men are highly uncomfortable with true bisexuality so it would need to be marketed in a distinct 
and overboard manner, not as this was. (Franco-LA) 
Pinpointing how this user, and others, received the impression that the film was a gay title can 
only be speculative. However, in the case of The Sex of the Angels it seems that such 
impressions  may have been fostered by expectations of genre or convention more than the 
film’s official paratexts. As already demonstrated, the film’s paratexts are very forthcoming about 
its bisexual concerns. From the review quoted above, however, it can be gleaned that the film is 
catalogued or listed under the gay category or genre in some cases. Despite the saliency of 
bisexual and polyamorous concerns in official paratexts for The Sex of the Angels and its lone 
status as the only film in the sample that was categorised solely as bisexual by the MQFF, the 
film’s alignment with the more nebulous genre of queer (or LGBT) cinema elsewhere seems to 
be at play in this miscategorisation. Additionally, the resistance to other-sex attraction which 
echoes throughout a number of user reviews and threads about this film indicates that many 
monosexual viewers are uncomfortable with and will actively resist bisexual narratives, even 
when very little ambiguity exists. What this demonstrates is that the representation of bisexuality 
remains complicated by decoding practices that actively resist bisexual representation – even 
when bisexual coding is overt in both the film itself and its paratexts. This is of crucial 
importance in a field dedicated to examining the representation and decoding of images which a 
sizeable portion of the film-going population maintains do not exist.  
 
Nevertheless, for those open to the possibility of a bisexual narrative, The Sex of the Angels 
offers a rich example of bisexual representation in both its content and paratexts. Not only does 
the film present concurrent bisexual behaviour and attractions from multiple characters, it also 
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disrupts the convention of a coupled resolution by portraying the love triangle as a viable mode 
of relationship. Most notably for this study, the film’s framing also gives salience to this triadic 
desire. The power of this bisexual salience is two-fold: it heightens bisexual visibility outwardly, 
for both those who will and those who will not subsequently view The Sex of the Angels; and it 
fosters a bisexual or nonmonosexual and nonmonogamous approach to the narrative. Both of 
these achievements facilitate the decoding of on-screen bisexuality. 
 
The films and paratexts in this chapter reveal the ways that the realm of queer cinema has its 
own expectations and narrative conventions at odds with representing bisexual identities. The 
narrative arc of the coming-out story, and the pervasiveness of bisexual behaviour that is 
dislocated or distinct from a bisexual identity, confirm this. Yet, as the framing of Submerge and 
The Sex of the Angels indicates, paratexts have important potential to disrupt these 
expectations and conventions by encouraging and facilitating bisexual readings. By challenging 
expectations of a coupled resolution, thematising the burden of boundaries and explicitly 
delineating characters as bisexual or, at least, behaviourally bisexual, the paratexts framing 
Submerge and The Sex of the Angels signal the positive potential of paratexts to enhance the 
salience and legibility of bisexual identities and desires. This paratextual potential is especially 
significant within the realm of the QFF circuit, and the wider realm of queer cinema, because 
explicit paratextual engagement with sexuality is anticipated in these contexts. The queer circuit 
is marked by discourse that overtly enunciates and describes a film’s exploration of desire or 
sexual politics. Whilst this can pose obstacles to bisexual reception, as the case of Floating 
Skyscrapers indicates, it also presents rich potential for positive shifts in bisexual reception and 
viewing practices.  
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CONCLUSION 
This thesis has identified and analysed a variety of bisexual images in contemporary films. It 
contributes to bisexual studies by increasing understanding of the ways that films construct 
bisexual meaning. In fulfilling this aim, a new area of inquiry has been pursued, elucidating the 
relevance of paratextual theory to the study of bisexuality. It has been illustrated that critical 
consideration of the entryway paratexts that frame viewers’ reception of films can greatly 
contribute to the examination of how films construct and circulate bisexual meanings. Broadly, 
this research has illuminated three distinct, though interconnected ideas of relevance to the 
central research question: that paratexts can function as discrete texts that circulate bisexual 
meanings and images; that paratextual framing can prime viewers’ receptivity to bisexual 
images; and that the promotional impetus of paratexts has the potential to heighten or suppress 
the possibilities of bisexual readings and pleasures. Focussing on these contributions in closer 
detail and explicating their more specific implications for the fields of bisexual cinema studies, 
paratextual theory, and representational scholarship, this concluding chapter draws together the 
findings of the project. It also briefly identifies areas for further research for which the 
conclusions of this thesis have provided scope.   
 
Conducting close textual readings of entryway paratexts has demonstrated that bisexual 
representations and readings may be facilitated within the paratextual realm. A number of the 
films and paratexts examined in the preceding chapters demonstrate bisexual appeal and 
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bisexual potential. Some do this implicitly – through the ambiguity of posters and their potential 
for bisexual readings, for instance. Other paratexts achieve this more explicitly – as in the 
tagging of films as bisexual by the MQFF ticketing system, and the overt bisexual content of the 
trailers for The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, On the Road, To Rome with Love, Submerge and 
The Sex of the Angels. These examples suggest that bisexuality is commercially lucrative in 
certain circumstances, a conclusion that develops ideas theorised by San Filippo. However, 
these examples also highlight that bisexual readings of paratexts are possible, irrespective of 
whether they are intended as a method of strategic ambiguity. The posters examined 
particularly corroborate this point, as many of them can be read bisexually regardless of 
whether or not bisexual imagery has intentionally been exploited for commercial purposes.    
 
The analyses presented also highlight ways in which paratexts may resist or offer little 
possibility for bisexual readings. For instance, many of the MQFF program notes suggest that 
the ambiguity of a film’s content might be downplayed paratextually on the queer circuit in ways 
that reify monosexism and disrupt bisexual readings. In exhibition contexts where the affirmation 
of gay and lesbian identities is prioritised, paratexts may characterise same-sex attraction as 
ideal and liberating, minimise the possible pleasure of other-sex attraction and emphasise the 
likelihood of a linear journey toward sexual maturity (the attainment of a homosexual identity). 
These tendencies have the potential to disrupt bisexual receptions of films whilst also severely 
minimising the visibility of bisexuals in the MQFF program notes.  
 
Similar limitations can be observed on the general release circuit. Although many of the posters 
and trailers do offer bisexual potential, a number do not. Analysis of these texts indicates that 
when paratexts adopt conventions that emphasise or reiterate heteronormative gender roles, 
either in terms of the characters they present or the narratives they imply, then bisexual appeal 
and potential may be less conceivable. The examples examined suggest that this may make the 
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official theatrical paratexts of more widely distributed films less conducive to bisexual readings 
than those accompanying limited and specialty releases. However, the closer analysis in the 
case studies indicates that wider release films may explore bisexuality in their various additional 
or supplementary paratexts. The Hangover Part III, for example, demonstrates that with a more 
substantial marketing budget a film can serve as an opportunity to produce a greater variety of 
paratexts. This variety may enable greater exploration of queer desires than is demonstrated by 
the film’s official poster or trailer.   
 
Although posters, trailers and program notes each communicate bisexuality in distinct ways, a 
number of broader, overlapping conclusions can be drawn about the ways in which bisexual 
meaning is constructed. In instances where the paratexts examined encourage bisexual 
readings, there is typically an absence of coupled resolution, at least a minimal degree of erotic 
potential or desire and gender differentiation amongst two or more, often three, figures. In some 
instances these components will also foster bisexual spectatorship, displays and queer ways of 
looking. The components or traits identified as central to the facilitation of bisexual images off 
screen are consistent with existing literature on the ways that bisexuality is represented on 
screen. However, this study has added to the existing literature by identifying that these traits 
are uniquely suited to the conventions and representational practices of many paratexts. The 
objectives of the official entryway paratext to avoid resolution and to offer appeal and 
pleasurable looking are more readily aligned with bisexual representational and reading 
practices than with conventional narrative cinema.  
 
However, this does not mean that all paratexts equally exhibit bisexual potential. A number of 
the paratexts analysed constrain bisexual readings and representations. These examples do not 
accord with the traits identified above. Instead, they lack erotic potential, imply coupled 
resolution, prioritise same-sex desire over other-sex desire or interrupt bisexual spectatorship 
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by promoting conventional gender binaries and subject/object positions. Often these limitations 
are a consequence of a paratextual appeal to conventional narratives or genres, such as a 
heterosexual love story, a male-focused spy thriller or a coming-out tale. In these instances, the 
components for bisexual behaviour or desire are absent, or heterosexuality or homosexuality 
are made salient and take prominence. That is, the bisexual character’s sexuality is either 
circumvented entirely or it is re-presented in a way that prioritises either their same- or other-sex 
desires. This distinction is important; whether bisexual potential is absent or surpassed has 
implications for the framing of bisexuality on screen and the expectations that viewers bring to 
the cinema.  
 
Paratexts that do not re-present the bisexual content or possibilities of their films will not 
necessarily prevent bisexual readings of the film itself; each of the films examined in his project 
has been selected on the basis that it has garnered some form of bisexual reception. However, 
this is also confirmed by a number of examples in this study and their varied influences as 
framings. For instance, it is argued above that paratexts which render bisexuality invisible or 
absent may be less likely to disrupt a bisexual reception than those paratexts that offer some 
semblance of bisexual potential but prioritise or celebrate either same-sex or other-sex 
attraction over the other.  Examples of official paratexts from the general release circuit that 
were identified as excluding bisexual representations, such as Magic Mike and Tinker Tailor 
Soldier Spy, were seen to be less influential or significant in framing terms. This is because in 
these instances a character’s sexuality was largely ignored or unexplored paratextually, rather 
than defined as monosexual. This contrasts with the QFF sample, where bisexuality was often 
framed in ways that prioritised or celebrated same-sex attraction over other-sex attraction, 
priming viewer expectations and assumptions in ways that may be at odds with a bisexual 
reading. It can be noted, then, that an assumption that QFFs might be more bi-friendly or 
conducive to bisexual reception is not consistently supported by this comparison of general 
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release and QFF films.  
 
Some of the ways that official entryway paratexts can function as framings which encourage the 
reception of bisexual images on screen have also been explored. Through analysing the 
distinctive framings of Cloud Atlas, The Hangover Part III, Side Effects, Floating Skyscrapers, 
Submerge and The Sex of the Angels this thesis highlights that films with bisexual content or 
characters can be framed in a variety of ways which demonstrate varying degrees of 
domestication or bisexual salience. In short, the framing of bisexuality on screen is not 
monolithic, but is shown here to vary from film to film and across exhibition contexts. However, a 
number of notable consistencies can also be observed of those paratexts that do encourage 
bisexual readings. In their own ways, the paratextual framings of Cloud Atlas, Side Effects, 
Submerge and The Sex of the Angels destabilise and challenge boundaries, both in terms of the 
reading practices they encourage and the images or themes they re-present. Conversely, the 
analysis of Floating Skyscrapers highlights that framings that resist troubling boundaries and 
instead attempt to position bisexual cinema within existing frameworks of homonormative or 
heteronormative genres (such as the coming-out story) can obstruct the spectator’s ability to 
decode bisexuality, and potentially lead to frustration and disappointment when homonormative 
or heteronormative conventions are disrupted.  
 
Whilst making major contributions to the expansion of bisexual cinema studies, this project also 
contributes to the study of paratexts, film festivals, sexual representation and queer cinema. 
Accordingly, the ideas presented and explored have potential for wider application and 
development in each of these areas. Specifically this research has revealed the opportunity to 
further explore the ways that bisexual meaning is constructed in other types of paratexts, such 
as in media res (games, DVD extras) or unofficial examples (fan art and slash fiction), as well as 
the ways that these meanings might diverge and conflict with one another. The method and 
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analytical approach utilised in this thesis could also be applied to a comparative analysis of 
other exhibition sites, most notably other QFFs, or larger events such as the Melbourne 
International Film Festival. Lastly, the project offers scope for future research in paratextual 
studies. One particularly notable avenue for further study could explore the ways that bisexual 
potential and appeal is apparent in paratexts that accompany films without a bisexual reception. 
By approaching a range of paratexts from a bisexual perspective new insights may be gained 
into the ways that polysemy and erotic potential are manifest in the marketing of films, further 
enhancing synergy between bisexual and paratextual theory.  
 
This synergy and its exciting potential typifies both an important and an unanticipated finding of 
the project. This thesis has demonstrated the usefulness of paratextual theory to analysing 
bisexual representations as it set out to do. However, it has also illustrated the significance of a 
bisexual perspective to the study of official, entryway paratexts. This opens up interesting 
opportunities within both bodies of scholarship. It also poses an important challenge to the lack 
of attention given to bisexuality in screen studies and signposts the significance of bisexuality 
studies to numerous facets of cinema scholarship.   
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APPENDIX 1 
Select examples from the general release circuit text selection process  
 
Film Character(s) Examples  
 
 
 
 
The Girl with 
the Dragon 
Tattoo 
 
 
 
 
Lisbeth 
Salander 
(Rooney 
Mara) 
 
“The question is how far she qualifies as a character at all, as opposed to a marketable mascot assembled from a checklist of 
''edgy'' fashion choices (facial piercings, black leather, goth make-up) and psychological traits (bisexuality, autism, a penchant 
for unsubtle revenge).” (Wilson “Opacity of evil”)  
“The punky bisexual hacker Lisbeth Salander” (Wood) 
“A bisexual savant hacker with an abrasive personality” (Glasson) 
IMDb keywords: bisexual, bisexual woman 
 
 
 
 
Tinker Tailor 
soldier spy  
 
 
Bill Haydon 
(Colin Firth), 
amongst 
other vague 
attributions 
 
“The whole film is sufficiently ambiguous that you are not sure if any or all of the half dozen main characters are secretly gay or 
bisexual.” (Flanagan) 
“Their sexual orientation varies. Some are straight, some bisexual, many are gay.” (Radzyner)  
“Bill’s bisexuality is explicit in the epilogue when, in the compound, he asks Smiley to pay off both a girl and a boy.” (Bordwell 
“Tinker Tailor”) 
“Haydon’s sex is obviously ambiguous. Well, he’s obviously a bisexual, probably leaning more to homosexual.” (Oldman qtd in 
Giroux)  
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Magic Mike  
 
Joanna 
(Olivia 
Munn), 
general 
observations 
of bisexual 
appeal 
 
“Hooks up with a bisexual hottie (Olivia Munn).” (Myers) 
“Mike has a casual relationship with a bisexual psychology student (Olivia Munn) but discovers that she only wants him for his 
body and has no interest in him as a person.” (Sarah S.) 
 ““Magic Mike” was tailor-made for women and gay or bisexual men” (Prigge) 
IMDb keywords: bisexual. 
 
 
 
 
 
Your Sister’s 
Sister  
 
 
 
Hannah 
(Rosemaria 
DeWitt) 
 
“The bisexual sister” (Holden) 
“Emily Blunt’s bisexual sib in “Your Sister’s Sister.”” (Fuller) 
 “It'd be so much simpler if she didn't identify as lesbian, but just realized she's bisexual. Or as Kalinda on The Good Wife says, 
she's flexible” (Vineyard “Lynn Shelton”) 
“Bisexual, but lately lesbian, Hannah has a tad too much tequila” (Phillips) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
On the Road  
 
 
 
Dean 
(Garrett 
Hedlund) 
 
“Explicit references to the flagrant bisexuality of Dean Moriarty - who in real life was countercultural gadfly Neal Cassady - and 
his affair with Carlo Marx [Allen Ginsberg]…are introduced early in the film but never alluded to in the novel.” (Morales) 
“The selfish bisexual Moriarty” (McCartney) 
“Garret Hedlund as the bohemian bisexual Dean excels.” (Lawrence) 
IMDb keywords: bisexual man, bisexual. 
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To Rome 
with Love  
 
 
Monica 
(Ellen Page) 
 
“A hyper-articulate, narcissistic bisexual actress” (Frosch) 
“Highly sexual, bi-curious friend” (Buchanan) 
“The bi-sexual best friend of his girlfriend.” (Renshaw) 
IMDb keywords: bisexual woman. 
 
 
 
 
 
Cloud Atlas  
 
 
 
Robert 
Frobisher 
(Ben 
Wishaw) 
 
“Bisexual Robert Frobisher… is a budding composer” (Tehrani) 
“Bisexual (and birthmarked!) composer Robert Frobisher” (Vineyard “Your Guide”) 
““All boundaries are conventions, waiting to be transcended,'' declares the young, bisexual British composer Robert Frobisher” 
(Wilson “Cloud Atlas”) 
“It is about the tormented Robert Frobisher (Ben Whishaw), a hugely talented musical composer who is victimised because 
of his bisexuality” (Ansari) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Side Effects  
 
 
Victoria 
Siebert 
(Catherine 
Zeta-Jones) 
 
Emily Taylor 
(Rooney 
Mara) 
 
“The ‘surprise’ plot twist in the final act is that Victoria Siebert (Catherine Zeta-Jones) is bisexual.” (Vora) 
“Will remind many viewers of the brouhaha 20 years ago when Paul Verhoeven’s “Basic Instinct” portrayed bisexual Catherine 
Tramell (Sharon Stone) as a murderous sociopath.” (Kramer)  
“Soderbergh watched Fatal Attraction “a lot” while preparing to shoot Side Effects (screenwriter Scott Z. Burns was probably 
busy studying Basic Instinct). His cinematic swan song indulges in such trashy tropes as truth serum and wire-tapping, and 
features at least one evil bisexual.” (Miraudo) 
“Mara is a classic ‘crazy bisexual’ who murders her husband, plays her shrink and uses her sexuality to manipulate Jones into 
thinking they’re going to scam the system and run away” (Cake) 
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The 
Hangover 
Part III  
 
 
Chow (Ken 
Jeong) 
 
“Chow is more than just a silly, bisexual cokehead this time around” (Lemire) 
“Chow is a bisexual, drug-loving natural born criminal with a need to be loved, a potent combination” (Byrnes) 
“Evil, effeminate bisexual gangster Leslie Chow” (Szymanski) 
“‘The Hangover Part III Review: Wolf Pack’s Bromance Takes Brief Bisexual Turn” (Toto) 
 
 
 
 
Behind the 
Candelabra  
 
 
Scott 
Thorson 
(Matt 
Damon) 
 
“Liberace and his avowedly bisexual young companion Scott Thorson” (Bradshaw) 
“Young, bisexual show-dog trainer Scott Thorson” (Jolin) 
“Behind the Candelabra shows Thorson as a “bisexual” with interest in becoming a veterinarian” (White) 
IMDb keywords: bisexual man, bisexual male 
 
 
 
 
I’m So 
Excited!   
 
 
 
Álex Acero 
(Antonio de 
la Torre) 
 
“A bisexual pilot” (Osenlund) 
“The bisexual pilot (Antonio de la Torre) and the straight (or is he?) co-pilot (Hugo Silva) bicker with the flamboyantly queeny 
head steward” (Stevens) 
“Bisexual pilots, and an all-gay cabin crew” (Lewis) 
IMDb keywords: bisexual. 
 
 
 
The 
Counselor  
 
 
Malkina 
(Cameron 
Diaz) 
 
“The vamping bisexual moll” (Dowd) 
“Malkina, a bisexual force of uber-gusto who's written without any shred of subtlety” (Barone) 
“Diaz is kind of supposed to be playing an evil, tattooed, bisexual vamp” (O’Hehir) 
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APPENDIX 2 
General release posters 
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APPENDIX 3 
Short films and documentaries omitted from the MQFF 
sample 
 
2013 MQFF 
Do You Have a Cat? 
Dir: Jason Sax, USA, 2011, Digital, 11min 
 
Jenny Mi Amor 
Dir: Abigail Severence, USA, 2012, HD Cam, 8min 
 
 
2014 MQFF 
Alice Walker: Beauty in Truth 
Dir: Prathiba Parmar, USA, 2013, HD Cam, 84 min 
 
Summer Vaction 
Dir: Sharon Maymon & Tal Granit, Israel, 2012, digital, 22 min 
 
Je T’aime: A Musical 
Dir: Joel Rahkonen, Finland, 2013, digital, 10 min 
 
A Very Special Date 
Dir: Susan Earl, Australia, digital, 2013, 7 min 
 
Rift 
Dir: Keith Hodder, Canada/ USA, 2012, digital, 6 min 
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APPENDIX FOUR 
Program notes accompanying the MQFF sample 
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